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The social impacts of large  
projects on Indigenous Peoples
Procedures, processes and protests

Companies which fail to properly address social impacts are unlikely to achieve and maintain a Social 

Licence to Operate, which in other words means that they will lack the support of local communities 

to implement their projects, potentially causing serious financial setbacks. Around the world, it is 

increasingly common that there are large projects causing many social and environmental impacts 

to be experienced by local communities, and frequently leading to breaches of human rights during 

implementation and operation. These social impacts include fears and anxieties about the project and 

impacts on the sense of place of community members as well as their social capital and wellbeing. When 

Indigenous peoples are affected, these impacts are amplified due to their differentiated culture and 

stronger connection to their territories and the environment. The social impacts include detrimental 

changes to their social organization, language, livelihoods, food practices and health conditions. This 

study provides an overall perspective of the implementation of large projects that are likely to create 

social and environmental impacts for Indigenous peoples and it addresses several topics of interest, 

including: free, prior and informed consent (Chapter 2); environmental licensing procedures (Chapter 

3); risk and crisis management (Chapter 4); community mobilization and social protest (Chapters 5 

and 6); the role of social media (Chapter 6); and EIA follow-up (Chapter7). Based on a Brazilian case, 

recommendations are provided as to how projects can fully respect community rights and reduce 

conflict, thus improving the relations between companies and Indigenous peoples.
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Citizens’ experiences and the risk politics 
of cell site deployment 

How do we deal with the risks of new technology? This research 
takes the mobile phone cell sites as case. The exponential growth 
of the wireless telecommunications network, materialized in the 
construction of cell sites, is raising concerns about its health risks 
for decades. Where do citizens’ worries about these possible 
health effects come from? How do local protests against cell site 
deployment emerge, and why are some cell sites hotly debated 
while others are constructed without raising a single complaint? 

This research answers these questions with a longitudinal, 
mixed method and multi-level analysis of politics and citizens’ 
experiences of this technology in the Netherlands and Southern 
California. It shows how politics affect our everyday understand-
ings of mobile phone cell sites. Experienced risks and uncer-
tainties are to a significant degree the outcome of the political 
attempt to contain risks. This research also shows that citizens’ 
protest feeds back into risk politics to a limited extend. Local 
interactions between policy makers, industry professionals and 
citizens explain why in some cases individual concerns grow 
into organized protest. However, over time governments and 
industry have learned how to depoliticize the technology. Para-
doxically, the ways in which this happens further fuels citizens’ 
concerns. That is why many citizens continue to pose the ques-
tion ‘should I be worried?’ when they are being confronted with 
a cell site in their neighborhood. 
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Introduction

When cell sites, or antennas for wireless telecommunication, are being 
constructed in Glendale, Southern California, citizens in the area are 
actively notified. Letters are sent out, public hearings are organized and 
a conspicuous sign is placed at the property in question (See Figure 
1). Despite the city of Glendale’s efforts, almost no citizens seem to be 
aware of a telecom provider’s plans to construct a cell site on the roof 
of an apartment building in the south of Glendale in 2014. At the start of 
the public hearing on these plans, which was initiated because of their 
violation of existing height limits, no citizen is present in the room. All of a 
sudden two women enter the room and try to voice their concerns about 
the potential health effects of a cell site that has been planned to be built 
in their neighborhood. The planning commission deems their complaints 
to be too late; nonetheless, one member tries to explain that the city has 
no power to debate health concerns. The provider is allowed to build the 
site. In Egmond Binnen, the Netherlands, citizens also notice a telecoms 
provider’s permit application to construct a forty-meter cell tower in their 
village in 2006 but only after it is granted by the municipality. Citizens 
successfully initiate a protest, which aims to move the tower as far away 
from residential areas as possible because of the potential health effects 
(See Figure 1). A group of citizens is allowed to participate in the decision-
making process that follows. During this process, the location for the cell 
site shifts many times until a final location is chosen at the opposite side 
of the village but is now firmly outside of its border. Although citizens are 
rather satisfied with this result, in April 2015 the site still only exists on 
paper because the actual construction has yet to start.  

Figure 1. The picture on the left shows a sign put down by the City of Glendale, CA to announce 
a public hearing on the construction of a cell site on top of the building in the background. The 
picture to the right says: ‘No!!! Celltower in/close by residential area’, written by worried citizens 
in Egmond Binnen, the Netherlands (Unless otherwise noted pictures are taken by the author). 
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What happened here? Why do citizens in Egmond Binnen engage in a 
nine-year decision-making process about a cell site’s location, while most 
citizens in Glendale appear unconcerned about the cell site being deployed 
in their neighborhood despite an intense effort to communicate this by local 
authorities? Where do citizens’ concerns about cell site deployment come 
from? And, why do cities and municipalities create these procedures to deal 
with cell site deployment in the first place? This research aims to address 
these questions by examining the relation between the risk politics of cell 
site deployment and citizens’ experiences of this technological develop-
ment. In political interactions, cell site deployment is defined and treated 
as a potential hazard to health or as a rather beneficial contribution to the 
utility infrastructure, and citizens react and contribute to these definitions. 
I explore if and how these definitions influence citizens’ experiences of the 
risk and benefits of this ubiquitous network technology.

An embraced and embattled technology

Cell phone technology has inundated everyday life. From the two-way 
radio system predicted by Hertz in 1887 and made practical by Marconi 
not much later, to the car-based systems developed by Motorola in the 
1940s and the first mass-market cellular network in Scandinavia in 1981, 
cell phone technology today pervades everyday life (Burgess, 2004; Katz, 
2008, pp. 1-11) as it ‘transforms relationships’ (Wacjman, 2008, p. 70). 
Handsets have become consumer goods and status symbols around the 
world, while it is less conspicuous how the exponential growth in the use 
of this technology is enabled by the construction of about 1.4 million cell 
sites, which are also referred to as mobile phone base-stations (Huss, 
2011, p. 2). The uninterrupted use of wireless devices depends on the 
wireless cellular network that comprises the antennas, transceivers and 
other equipment placed at these structures. Ranging from 40-meter high 
‘macro cell sites’ to ‘small cell sites’ that are the size of small refrigerators 
deployed in lamp posts, the global wireless cellular network needs a strong 
and localized material infrastructure. In the Netherlands there are currently 
40,493 different ‘antenna installations’ in use (www.antenneregister.nl, 
29-02-2016), which is an increase of four thousand from the year before. 
This expansion, currently due to the rollout of the fourth generation (‘4G’ 
or Long Term Evolution (LTE)), is expected to continue, albeit more slowly, 
for the foreseeable future (Stratix, 2011). The rollout of this network has 
been supported by governmental policies. In the Netherlands, commercial 
licenses to use specific frequencies (e.g. 800/900 MHz) were, most recently, 
auctioned in December 2012 for a total of €3.8 billion. Previous licenses 
were accompanied by obligations to build a network covering all areas 
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of the country instead of only the commercially viable ones. Whereas the 
implementation of the fourth generation of the wireless network began 
in 2011, research is underway on the fifth generation (‘5G’) of connectivity 
in EU-sponsored public-private partnerships that envision a wireless 
interconnected world of people and objects (5G PPP, 2016).

Whereas this technology is thus embraced by citizens, industry and 
government, its deployment is often embattled such as in Egmond Binnen. 
These battles tend to focus on the potential health effects of the antennas. Cell 
phone signal transmitters, in the handset or at a cell site, emit radio-frequent 
electromagnetic fields (EMF, See Figure 2). Modern carriers commonly make 
use of the commercially viable radio frequency bands of 800, 900, 1800, 2100 
MHz and 2.6 GHz. While the health effects of the much higher frequency EMF 
(Ultraviolet, X-ray, etc.) are well known, controversy currently surrounds the 
health risk posed by exposure to these non-ionizing EMF of lower frequency 
and wavelength. In May 2015, 190 scientists appealed to the United Nations 

Figure 2. An overview of the electromagnetic spectrum divided in wavelength and frequency, with 
the non-ionizing EMF to the left of the visible light and the radio-frequent EMF of which cell sites 
and mobile phones make use to the extreme left (Source: NASA, 2007). 
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and World Health Organization (WHO) ‘to protect humans and wildlife from 
electromagnetic fields and wireless technology’ (EMFscientist.org, 2015). 
Other than a well-established thermal effect (Stilgoe, 2007), scholars and 
citizens argue that there are no other certainties about if EMF are a risk 
to human health, and urge for precautionary measures. This controversy 
can be traced back to 1973, with the first session on non-ionizing radiation 
protection during the International Radiation Protection Association’s third 
international congress, leading to the establishment of the International 
Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation Protection in 1992 (ICNIRP, 1996). 
Exposure limits based on the thermal effects have been drawn up via expert 
committees such as the ICNIRP, and large-scale, interdisciplinary and inter-
national research programs are being executed, which generally show no 
clear evidence for a strong health effect (e.g. Interphone Study Group, 2010). 
Current biomedical research focuses on the possible carcinogenic and long-
term effects of EMF exposure. As research digs deeper into the matter, 
uncertainties remain (See Figure 3). These uncertainties are manifest in 
the methodologies of biomedical research into this issue (Bolte et al., 2011; 
Martens et al., 2015), but they appear most prominently in the WHO Interna-
tional Agency for Research on Cancer’s (IARC) 2011 classification in 2011 of 
radio-frequent EMF as ‘possibly carcinogenic to humans’ (Baan et al., 2011, 
p. 625). The health effects of these non-ionizing EMF remain the topic of 
scholarly and societal debate. At the same time, EMF at a somewhat lower 
frequency are also found to be beneficial to health. They are conceptualized 
as ‘Tumor-Treating Fields’, as use of specific fields (200kHz) are found to 
prolong the survival of patients suffering from glioblastoma (Stupp et al., 
2015) and are even more broadly embraced as ‘electroceuticals’ (Famm et 
al., 2013). 

The question of whether EMF are safe or harmful to human health has 
found a focal point in the deployment of cell sites: About 33% of respondents 
in a European survey research into environmental health risks answer that 
they believe that cell sites affect their health to a large extent (TNS, 2010). 
The first recorded citizen protest on the topic was a lawsuit in the USA on the 
possible connection between cancer and the use of a cell phone in the early 
1990s. Very soon after, cell sites became the matter of concern for citizens 
(Burgess, 2004, p. 7). In France and the UK, for example, sites have been 
broken down after citizens’ protests (Borraz, 2011; Drake, 2006), but unrest 
is not limited to the Global North1. In the Netherlands, 21% of citizens (2014) 
note being concerned about EMF’s health risks, while in at least a quarter 
of Dutch municipalities protest emerged at one time (Hermans, 2014, p. 11). 

The protests are, thematically, comparable to citizen mobilization 
on other technologies that are associated with uncertain environmental 

1 Societal unrest on cell sites is a global phenomenon, see for example in Africa: Ghana (Joyonline, 2010), 
Namibia (AllAfrica, 2010) , and South Africa (Techcentral, 2010).
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health effects, such as high voltage powerlines, windmills or fracking. 
Citizens’ objections to such technologies can be conceptualized as ‘Not In 
My Back Yard’ (NIMBY) behavior; concerned citizens want the benefits the 
technology brings but not the burden of a possible hazard close by. This 
might be the case, but it does not explain where citizens’ concerns come 
from in the first place, nor does it explain diversity in citizen mobilization. 
Why is there full-blown societal unrest in one situation, while in another 
the deployment process proceeds without as much as a single complaint? 
Why do some citizens perceive a cell site as dangerous and mobilize against 
it, while others embrace this specific aspect of cell phone technology as 
harmless or even beneficial (Bröer, Duyvendak, & Stuiver 2010, p. 7)?

Risk governance
Because of the ongoing scientific uncertainties, the answer to the 
questions of whether or not RF EMF are safe or harmful to health and 
how to deal with the development of wireless technologies in light of this 
debate are also political and moral. In recent years, the regulatory mode 
of dealing with such questions has moved from a top-down ‘government’ 
perspective to one of ‘governance’ (Löfstedt et al., 2011; Walls et al., 2005). 
Decision making on health risks and scientific uncertainties is opened up 
via interdisciplinary deliberations, community outreach and stakeholder 
participation processes, practices which are intended to counter the 
decline in legitimacy and trust faced by governments and scientists 

Figure 3. A picture of a PowerPoint sheet projected during the final conference of the Dutch EMF 
and Health research program, in 2015, which spend €16.6 million. Its shows the result of votes 
from the attending audience during the panel debate at the end of the day, a small majority of 
which voted ‘No’ to the statement, meaning that indeed some health effects of EMF exposure have 
been found. This is, of course, not a representative sample of researchers but does clearly show 
the ongoing debate amongst the attendees.  
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in dealing with these issues (Beck, Giddens, & Lash, 1994). The risk 
governance of EMF and health generally involves the question of what to 
do in the face of uncertainty. To a certain extent, the answer has been the 
use of the ‘precautionary principle’ (Van Asselt & Vos, 2006), which means 
‘to avoid harm even when it is not certain to occur’ (Kheifets, Hester, & 
Banjeree, 2001, p. 113). This has been done through the establishment of 
exposure limits but also through the introduction of care for people who 
claim to suffer from EMF exposure (De Graaff & Bröer, 2012). A recent 
example has been in France where a woman suffering from EMF exposure 
was awarded a disability benefit in court (Guardian, 2015). Stakeholder 
participation in the governance of cell site deployment in the Netherlands 
is institutionalized in a ‘Knowledgeplatform EMF and Health’ and, locally, 
in a voting procedure for tenants of buildings where a cell site is planned 
(Beenakker et al., 2005). However, citizen participation in decision making 
is generally ad hoc. In California, deliberation and citizen participation is 
much more institutionalized in local policies.

 The move to deliberative risk governance, however, is criticized for 
leaving too little space for expertise (Collins, Weinel, & Evans, 2010) and, at 
the same time, for still being too ‘top-down’ in its practice (Wynne, 2008). 
This latter point seems true in the case of cell site deployment. Although 
public participation in decision making is deemed important, it is found that 
few experts on EMF and health support a broadening of advice procedures 
(Spruijt et al., 2015, p. 13; cf Neutra & Delpizzo, 2002). This debate is made more 
difficult due to the lack of understanding of the effects of such governance 
practices on citizens’ experiences of the technology in question, particularly 
in ‘real-life settings’ (Claassen, Van Dongen, & Timmermans, 2015, p. 11). 
Research into risk governance activities shows that risk communication 
and citizen participation can have unintended effects. Risk communication 
efforts that intend to sooth citizens’ worries can also create more concern 
(Barnett et al., 2007; Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004; French & Bayley, 2011; 
Visschers et al., 2012; Wiedemann et al., 2006; Wiedemann et al., 2013). 
Much of this research envisions the feelings of citizens as irrational or based 
on less valued ‘experiential’ knowledge (Slovic et al., 2004). For example: 
although RF EMF exposure is objectively higher when using handsets, 
respondents view cell sites as more dangerous to their health (TNS, 2010). 
Psychological literature on risk perception views this as a consequence of 
the lack of control that citizens perceive that they have over cell sites (Siegrist 
et al., 2005; Slovic, 1999). I hold, however, that what is or feels controllable to 
people is not universal but historically contingent (Eliasoph, 1998, p. 74). 



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

18

Chapter 1

Research question 

Citizens’ ongoing concerns about cell site deployment and its risk governance 
together offer a case for understanding the emergence and course of citizen 
protest against technological development and the effects of risk politics in 
everyday life. How can we understand citizen opposition and mobilization 
against environmental health issues, and, in particular, what is the role of 
the governance of risk and uncertainty in these processes? How do citizens 
make sense of the introduction of a cell site in their neighborhood? In the 
Netherlands and Southern California, I explore how citizens’ experiences of 
this technological development emerge through processes of interaction. 
The main question that guides this research is:

How do citizens experience cell site deployment, and to what extent 
and in which ways can this be explained by its risk governance?

The ambition of this question is twofold. First, it aims to contribute to 
the sociology of risk and uncertainty through a more contextualized 
understanding of health risks. It achieves this by focusing on the experiences 
of citizens in the context of everyday life (Zinn, 2015, pp. 106-107). Second, 
it aims to contribute to social movement research and the fundamental 
sociological issue of the relation between modes of governing and selves 
(Thevenot, 2014, p. 9). This is accomplished by asking if and how policy 
‘resonates’ in citizens’ experiences of the technology over time (Bröer, 
2008). Extending the body of work that finds how ‘policy provides the 
basic terms of subjectivity or stake’ (Bröer, 2008, p. 112), I emphasize 
the intertwined dynamics of citizens’ experiences and policy discourse 
in a feedback model of risk politics. Empirically, the research focuses on 
the political interactions between citizens, policy makers and industry 
professionals in the Netherlands and California. The main methodological 
aim is to contribute to the longitudinal studies done on the experience 
of risk and uncertainty (Conner & Siegrist, 2015) through mixed method 
panel studies in different situations in which cell sites are being built. 

Plan of thesis

This thesis is subdivided into four parts and is a hybrid of papers and 
chapters. The first part introduces the theoretical approach and design of the 
research. The second part discusses the risk politics of cell site deployment 
and citizens’ experiences on a population level. The third part focuses on 
citizens’ protest activities in relation to risk politics, and the fourth and final 
part grasps citizens’ experiences of eight different processes of decision 
making on the deployment of a cell site in their neighborhood. 
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Part 1: Theory and research design
In Chapter 2, I conceptualize the relation between the experience of a 
technological development and the governance of its risk by building on 
the concept of ‘discursive resonance’ as developed by Bröer and others 
(Bröer, 2006; 2008; Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009; Kroesen & Bröer, 2009). 
Discursive resonance means that specific definitions of a problem in policy 
discourse echo in citizens’ perceptions of that problem because policy 
delineates legitimate ways of framing and feeling (Bröer, 2008: 93; Bröer 
& Duyvendak, 2009). In its emphasis on cultural processes of framing 
and emotional management (Hochschild, 1979; 2003; Tonkens, 2012), this 
work builds on research on the social construction of social problems 
(Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988) and a Foucauldian governmentality perspective 
(Foucault, 1991, p. 102-103; O’Malley, 2009). The mechanisms of discursive 
resonance need further elaboration. To address the fact that both policy 
discourse and citizens’ experiences are not static, I develop a ‘feedback 
model of risk politics’. How does discursive resonance work over time? 
What does this imply for the disciplining effects of a policy discourse on 
citizens’ experiences? This model focuses on the dialectics of political 
interaction and citizens’ experiences and emphasizes the emergence of 
citizens’ experiences and the ‘bottom-up’ contribution that citizens might 
make to the development of policy discourse, which could influence its 
resonance. In doing so, I take a broad range of feelings seriously (Jasper, 
2011; Verhoeven & Duyvendak, 2015) and do not concentrate only on risk 
avoidance (Zinn, 2015) and protest activities (McAdam & Boudet, 2012). 
Instead, I grasp citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment in the context 
of everyday life. 

In Chapter 3, I explain the way in which I empirically grasp the relation 
between risk politics and citizens’ experiences. The research design is multi-
level, mixed method and longitudinal and focuses on cell site deployment 
practices in the Netherlands and California. I follow the practices of 
governmental officials, industry professionals and active citizens on the 
national and local levels through interviews with informants, observations 
of political interactions and document analysis. Citizens’ experiences are 
followed over time through mixed-method panel studies in situations where 
a decision-making process on a cell site is ongoing. These panel studies 
combine survey, interview and observational data. I will argue here for 
the need to be reflexive on the performative aspects of such a design and 
research activity. This research itself can be part of the political interactions it 
examines, and this awareness proves essential in a study on the experiences 
of risk politics (Henwood et al., 2008). 

Part 2: Risk politics and citizenship
In Chapter 4 (De Graaff, Bröer & Wester, 2015), we describe how cell site 
deployment is being made into a social problem in the Netherlands and 
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California and how citizenship is defined in the process. We describe 
how governance practices, in which industry professionals play a large 
part, simultaneously shape both a technology and the political rights 
of its user. In the case of cell site deployment, this is done in four ways: 
rollout, precaution, design and care. Each way implies a different kind 
of citizenship: consumer-citizen, passive and generalized citizen, active 
citizen and  victim-citizen, and together, these bring the policy discourse 
to light, revealing its focus on a technological imperative and a process of 
medicalization. These practices consciously and reflexively depoliticize cell 
site deployment when citizen protest and involvement is more often seen 
as a problem than a solution. Despite governance practices’ unintended 
effects and the emergence of bio-citizenship, the network is successfully 
deployed, and a controversy on the possible health effects of RF EMF is 
sustained.
 
In Chapter 5, I examine how Dutch citizens experience cell site deployment 
and how this experience changes over time on a population level. This 
chapter builds on the analysis of a representative panel of citizens from the 
Netherlands, which we followed between October 2012 and December 2014. 
This shows how Dutch citizens’ interpretations of cell site deployment can 
be categorized with Happy Technology, Health Hazard and Local Trouble 
framings. The experiences of cell site deployment involves much more 
than health risks alone. Dutch citizens do worry about cell sites’ health risk, 
but their health risk perception scores are comparable to those in the USA, 
which are relatively low in comparison to other European countries. This 
(generalized) experience is, despite a possible polarization between benefit 
and burden, rather stable between October 2012 and December 2014. These 
analyses provide for a first understanding of the discursive resonance of 
the policy discourse. It is clear that the ongoing depoliticization of cell site 
deployment has not stirred more concern amongst Dutch citizens but also 
has not diminished them over time. 

Part 3: Protest and shifting social problems
In Chapter 6 (De Graaff & Bröer, 2012), we examine how citizens who are 
actively protesting on the national level in the Netherlands experience 
cell site deployment and the relation between the policy discourse and 
their protest efforts. The most active citizens on this level are those 
claiming to suffer from exposure to EMF: electro(hyper)sensitivity (ES) 
sufferers. For ES sufferers, stopping cell site deployment is an essential 
part of alleviating and legitimizing their bodily suffering. How ES sufferers 
deal with their condition is shaped by the policy discourse on EMF and 
health about this contested ‘condition’. ES sufferers face a dual failure: 
suffering from medically unexplained symptoms and identifying with a 
deviant, politically and medically unrecognized, label. Recent changes 
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in EMF and health policy in some countries show how citizens are able 
to contribute to the social construction of a problem through providing 
bottom-up ‘feedback’ to a political discourse that can shift: care for EHS 
sufferers has been put on the agenda, without an acknowledgement of the 
supposed cause of their condition. This partial victory in particular shows 
the strengths and limitations of (active) bio-citizenship.  

In Chapter 7 (Bröer, De Graaff, Duyvendak, & Wester, 2016), we describe 
how cell site deployment can be a different kind of problem, depending on 
the situation in which it occurs. We analyze 16 cases of localized protest 
against cell site deployment in the Netherlands and find that municipalities 
can react differently to industry practices and citizens’ concerns on cell site 
deployment. The different reactions (co-operating, mediating, tolerating, 
rejecting) can challenge and shift the national level policy discourse and, 
thus, create specific problem definitions. These definitions contain legitimate 
framing, feeling rules and definitions of citizens’ rights and obligations 
(citizenship), which affect the courses and outcomes of local protests. The 
more intense, inclusive and authoritative municipalities’ engagements are 
with its citizens, the larger this effect appears to be. This can lead, in extreme 
cases, to the removal of cell sites and durable changes in national policy. 

Part 4: Risk politics in everyday life
In Chapter 8, I introduce detailed analyses of eight situations to illustrate 
how citizens interact with cell site deployment in the Netherlands and 
California when they are confronted with it in their neighborhoods. The 
eight situations show that cell site deployment consists of long term, 
dynamic and backstage decision-making processes that can be repetitive 
and out of sync with the physical construction of cell sites. The information 
provided by authorities and industry to citizens generally repeats and 
strengthens the national level policy discourse, thus keeping the meaning 
of cell site deployment stable. Health concerns do not play a legitimate 
part in local decision making and only the decision on the specific location 
of a cell site is left open to citizens’ advice. These local dynamics make 
it difficult for citizens, but also for local authorities, to control cell site 
deployment. Citizen engagement is, in some cases, actively searched after 
by local authorities, and in half of the cases, a respondent starts political 
action. These active citizens are an important source of information for 
other citizens. Respondents also search for information about cell site 
deployment. The emergence of such activities amongst citizens seems 
to be provoked by governmental information, especially when it leaves 
particular questions on health risks unanswered. 

In Chapter 9, I describe how citizens experience cell site deployment 
in relation to the eight situations I detail in Chapter 8. The majority of the 
121 respondents who have participated at least twice in our panel studies 
appear unmoved throughout the local interactions. Citizens make cell 
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site deployment, generally, into a ‘far from my bed show’. This can be 
understood by the rather stable local definitions of cell site deployment in 
these eight situations. However, a significant number of respondents do 
appear to be influenced by the decision-making processes. This shows in 
subtle and gradual shifts in their experiences of cell site deployment. To 
generalize, I find that the occurrence of political interaction and citizen 
engagement affects the intensity of citizens’ experiences, whereas the 
direction of these experiences is influenced by the experiences of control 
and the expectations citizens have of the decision-making processes. At the 
same time, citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment in the context of 
everyday life prove to be rather diverse and cannot solely be brought in 
line with the policy discourse. Citizens’ everyday lives are, as long as they 
are not very engaged, much broader than a single cell site decision-making 
process in their neighborhood.

In Chapter 10, I draw the overall conclusions offered by this research, 
in particular with regard to the ‘feedback model’ I propose and touch on 
their implications for risk governance practice. This research shows how a 
depoliticizing policy discourse on cell site deployment resonates in citizens’ 
experiences of the technological development over time, but it is also clear 
that citizens’ experiences can, at times, feed back into risk politics, which 
blurs cause and effect relations. The social construction of a social problem 
can be dynamic, just like citizens’ experiences, but in the case of cell site 
deployment today, the policy discourse and citizens’ experiences are 
stabilized. 
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Introduction

This research focuses on the relation between citizens’ experiences 
of technological development and the governance of its risks. In this 
chapter, I provide a sociological argument to understand this relation. In 
doing so, I aim to contribute to research on the modes and effects of risk 
governance practice and research on social movements. In contrast to 
social psychological approaches, I take a contextualized approach to risks 
and their governance and presuppose that the relation between citizens’ 
experiences and risk governance is cultural. I refrain from defining the 
technology as a risk in the first place (Henwood et al, 2008; Zinn, 2015) 
and instead locate the experience of risks of a particular technological 
development in the context of everyday life. In this way, experiences of 
risk and uncertainty are outcomes of concrete interactions. 

My argument primarily builds on the work by Bröer and others on 
the relation between the social construction of social problems and 
public concern. This work focuses on the discursive ‘resonance’ of policy 
discourses in citizens’ experiences (Bröer, 2006; 2008; Bröer & Duyvendak, 
2012; Kroesen & Bröer, 2009). It shows that policy discourses legitimate 
particular ways to frame, feel and act on a social problem, and citizens 
position themselves with regards to these dominating ways in which a 
social problem is defined. From this perspective, citizens’ experiences, like 
risk politics, are a discursive practice. I extend this body of work by asking 
if and how such discursive resonance works over time and by emphasizing 
citizens’ agency in the construction of a social problem. In so doing, I 
explore the mechanisms through which policies affect citizens’ experiences 
in both contentious and not contentious situations (McAdam & Boudet, 
2012). I combine these ambitions in a ‘feedback model’ of risk politics. 
This feedback model centers on the social construction of social problems 
(meaning) through which policy discourse influences citizens’ experiences, 
i.e. resonance. At the same time, through citizens’ engagement with a social 
problem, their experiences can feed back into the social construction of that 
problem and the policy discourse. In this way, I argue for the dialectically 
intertwined dynamics of policy discourse and citizens’ experiences.

The politics of risk

The concept of risk is ill defined, but an often-cited definition states that 
risk is ‘the probability that a particular adverse event occurs during a 
stated period of time, or results from a particular challenge’ (Pidgeon et 
al., 1992, p. 2). In this sense, one can distinguish outcomes, the likelihood 
of occurrence and the specific context of a potential risk (Renn, 2008). To 
conceptually grasp ‘risk’, it is useful to distinguish it from ‘hazard’. ‘Hazards 
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describe the potential [something] to cause harm to what people value. […] 
A hazard becomes a risk if there is a likelihood that this potential is released 
in a way that it produces harm’ (Renn, 2008, p. 50). These definitions do not 
solve the ontological and epistemological debates on risk (Pidgeon et al., 
1992; Rosa, 2003). Do risks exist as a condition of the world independent 
of our perceptions of them? In this research, I follow a cultural approach to 
risk. To speak of risk is to speak of categorization and (e)valuation: How is 
it valued, who is to judge, and what can be done? To frame a technology 
as a risk opens up avenues for action on that technology: ‘the idea of risk 
is transcribed simply as unacceptable danger’ (Douglas, 1992, p. 39). Risk 
framing has a particularly creative force; it is prescriptive instead of simply 
descriptive (Rothstein, Huber & Gaskell, 2006). This is risk politics. Political 
decision making is where risk calculations and scientific evidence come in 
most clearly, and this decision making often involves cost-benefit analyses: 
‘Risk implies that the probability of potential damage can be estimated’ 
(Hom, Plaza & Palmén, 2011, p. 330).

Risk politics are widespread in Western political practice, to the point 
of it being called a regulatory ‘reflex’ (Trappenburg & Schiffelers, 2012). 
Moreover, risk is said to have become central to late modern society, or 
the ‘risk society’ (Beck, 1992). This thesis has generated many criticisms 
(Ekberg, 2007; Mythen, 2007), but it does point to fundamental changes in 
relations between citizens, experts and authorities. For example, trust is 
essential, as it is no longer a given (Beck, Giddens, & Lash, 1994). Whereas 
trust was first based in persons and ‘facework commitments’, it is now 
relegated to abstract systems and has become ‘faceless trust’ that has 
created the opposite of its goal: ongoing uncertainty and doubt (Ekberg, 
2007, p. 356). Such changes produce new inequalities and a state of 
‘ontological uncertainty’, which, for Giddens, is an ongoing reflection even 
on the level of the individual biography (Giddens, 1991). The production of 
differences and inequalities via risk has been stressed in cultural theories of 
risk for some time (Taylor-Gooby & Zinn, 2006). Cultural boundaries related 
to ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ become embedded in notions of risk, reinforcing these 
inequalities (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982). An example of such reinforcement 
is how citizens predominantly tie interpretations of risk to ‘the production 
of social inequity via deliberate government strategy or neglect’ (Tulloch & 
Lupton, 2003, p. 39). It has duly been pointed out how risk and uncertainty 
are ‘manufactured’ (Giddens, 1999, p. 4), more or less deliberately (Proctor 
& Schiebinger, 2008, pp. 8-9) and how risk can be a political ‘tool’ when 
potential futures are valued above others (Brown, 2014, p. 392). This 
underscores the need to understand risk’s political dimensions (Montelius 
& Nygren, 2014, p. 435, cf Roeser, 2012).
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Risk governance and citizen participation
In the past two decades, the regulation of risks has shifted from the 
‘government’ to the ‘governance’ of risk (Löfstedt et al., 2011; Van Asselt & 
Renn, 2011; Walls et al., 2005). This has included a shift from a top-down 
and expert-centered approach in risk regulation to one in which authorities 
take a steering position to combat declining legitimacy and trust (Walls, et 
al. 2005, p. 637). An important approach for achieving this is to invite civil 
society and active citizens to the decision-making table in what has been 
called the ‘participatory turn’ (Collins, Weinel, & Evans, 2010, p. 189). Despite 
its democratic appeal, this turn to citizens should not be romanticized (Walls 
et al, 2005, p. 641), mainly because in practice the regulation of risks largely 
remains top-down (Árvai, 2014). Authorities continue to assume that many 
citizens act out of self-interest by conceptualizing their objections to risky 
technologies as irrational, ‘Not In My Back Yard’ (NIMBY) behavior. Such 
assumptions prove to be empirically incorrect in most cases (Verhoeven & 
Duyvendak, 2015, p. 1).

The top-down practice of risk governance is supported by risk research 
that brings a ‘deficit-model’ to risk management and views the relationship 
between an individuals’ experience and governance practice as instrumental 
(Irwin, 2006, p. 300; Irwin, 2014). Lay-people are said to lack valid knowledge, 
base their decisions on less-valued ‘experiential’ knowledge (cf Slovic et al., 
2004) or use mental shortcuts (heuristic) that distort them from rationally 
relating to legitimated knowledge. Experts are called upon to replenish 
citizens’ knowledge deficit via proper risk communication (cf Law & McNeish, 
2007). For example, a prominent social-psychological perspective on risk 
governance is the ‘mental models’ approach. A mental model is a small- 
scale psychological representation that individuals hold in their minds of 
some knowledge domain in the world (Rouse & Morris, 1986; Claassen, 
Bostrom, & Timmermans, 2014). Risk communication exercises are 
evaluated by researching the critical knowledge ‘gaps’ between lay people’s 
representations of risk and those held by experts. (Cousin & Siegrist, 2010; 
Morgan et al., 2002; cf Johnson, 2002). By valuing risk communication in this 
way, this line of research reinforces the expert-lay divide it tries to explain. 
A comparable comment applies to an attempt at an overarching program 
in social science risk research: the Social Amplification of Risk Framework 
(SARF) (Pidgeon et al., 2003; Renn, 2003). Using the amplification-metaphor, 
this framework focuses on the attenuation of ‘risk-signals’. The focus lies 
on the experience of risk as a result of ‘processes by which groups of 
individuals learn to acquire or create interpretations of risk’ (Kasperson et 
al., 2003, p. 15). However, SARF also fails to challenge a dominant positivistic 
philosophical perspective by constructing citizens as merely receiving 
‘signals’ (Horlick-Jones et al., 2003). In this line of work, upholding experts’ 
‘epistemic power’ (Wynne, 2008) is ‘not a disgrace but a professional virtue’ 
(Tonkens & Duyvendak, 2003, p. 13). Collins, Weinel and Evans argue, for 
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example, for limits to the contributions of citizens to decision making about 
science and technology: 

…Scientific values should be central to society (elective modernism) 
and the advice of ‘those who know what they are talking about’ 
should be given greater weight than those who do not (Collins, 
Weinel, & Evans, 2010, p. 195, emphasis added). 

These and similar arguments question if citizen participation improves 
science and technology decision making and instead argue for maintaining 
experts’ status in risk governance practice.

To conceptualize the relation between the governance of risk and 
citizens’ experiences as a ‘conduit’, or sender-receiver, model and citizens 
as deficient in knowledge neglects advances in the philosophy of science, 
and empirical research into science and technology (STS) and the public 
understanding of science (PUS). This body of work underscores, amongst 
other things, that a ‘deficit’ conceptualization of the public is too reductionist 
(Irwin & Wynne, 1996). Many citizens, for example, show detailed and 
specialized knowledge and become ‘experts’ themselves. Citizens’ concerns 
are not irrational or the result of a lack. Instead, citizens can come to different 
judgments on the bases of the same evidence ‘determined by the concrete 
environmental and social conditions that people find themselves in’ (Law & 
McNeish, 2007, p. 452). Moreover, a pre-given and generalized public to-be-
communicated-with does not exist: ‘[Publics are] dynamically constituted 
by changes in social contexts … [and] organize around threatening techno-
scientific objects and “matters of concern”’ (Jasanoff, 2014, p. 23). Similarly, 
technological development is not an autonomous and a-political process. 
It is not a pre-given ‘object’ that is merely communicated, managed or 
participated with. Rather, technological development cannot be explained by 
qualities of the technology alone (Sismondo, 2008, p. 17). Such development 
is ‘the result of “heterogeneous engineering”; engineering “social” as well 
as “technical” phenomena’ (Wajcman, 2002, p. 352). 

With citizens seen as capable and knowledgeable and publics as 
dynamically constituted around matters of concern, an important conclusion 
in STS research is ‘that more participation in technical decision-making […] 
improves the public value and quality of science and technology’ (Sismondo, 
2008, p. 19). Participation is seen as the solution to ‘the problem of technocracy 
and scientism’ (Collins, Weinel & Evans, 2010, p. 186). Scholars argue for more 
control and influence of citizens via public engagement and deliberation in 
risk governance (Kasperson, 2014, p. 6; Wardman, 2014), and this is argued 
for in EMF and health risk literature as well (Hom, Plaza, & Palmén, 2011, p. 
329, cf. Kheifets et al., 2010; Soneryd, 2007; Stilgoe, 2007). Although citizen 
participation in decision making might be ‘good enough’ in itself (Polletta, 
2014), critical scholars warn for a ‘deficit-model’ in another guise: 
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Whereas these colleagues [Collins, Evans and others] wish to 
reduce the public issues to knowledge and thus ‘expertise’ or its 
lack, I want to insist upon dimensions of contested meanings, and 
contested concerns (and thus, of what is deemed relevant), and the 
institutional-scientific denial of legitimate difference here (Wynne, 
2008, p. 23, emphasis added). 

The push to promote emancipating citizens to legitimate stakeholders in 
risk politics can lead to a deficit model on the level of problem definitions. 
Instead, we ought to wonder who determines ‘who knows what they are 
talking about’? Or, more specifically, who determines what to talk about and 
how to talk about it in the first place? (Irwin, 2006). To invite citizens to the 
decision-making table without similarly introducing control over what lies on 
that table will be unlikely to help solve the problems that the ‘participatory 
turn’ sought to address. This is particularly because by ‘disavowing division 
and foreclosing radical disagreement [it] will find itself confronted with [...] the 
reemergence of conflict’ (Oosterlynck & Swyngedouw, 2010, p. 1582).

Effects of risk governance
The debate on the position of citizens in risk governance is made more 
complex because the effects of risk governance practices, in particular 
risk communication, on citizens’ experiences are unclear. There is a lack 
of empirical evidence on the impacts of citizen participation  (Hom, Plaza, 
& Palmén, 2011, p. 330; cf. Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004; Emery, Mulder, 
& Frewer, 2015). Effects of citizen participation can depend on internal 
(information, framing-effects) or external (context) conditions (Visschers et 
al., 2012) or result from the different formats citizen participation can take 
in practice (French & Bayley, 2011; cf Fung, 2006). It seems likely that ‘the 
impact of deliberation […] is highly context dependent […]. As a result […] 
deliberation, under less optimal circumstances, can be ineffective at best, 
and counterproductive at worst’ (Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004, p. 336). 
Results on the effect of risk communication practices are contradictory. 
Burgess (2002; 2004) found an explanation of societal unrest against 
cell sites in a combination of frightening media hypes and unnecessary 
precautionary measures by policy makers. Information about precautionary 
measures can indeed amplify the experience of EMF’s risks (Barnett et 
al., 2007, p. 247; Wiedemann & Schutz, 2005; Wiedemann et al., 2013, pp. 
9-11), but risk communication can also have a positive impact on these 
experiences (Claasen, Van Dongen, & Timmermans, 2015) and subsequent 
actions and citizens’ views of authorities (De Vocht et al., 2014). Similarly, 
information campaigns on new technologies aimed at a general public 
can have a polarizing effect (De Koster & Achterberg, 2015, p. 3). What is 
particularly lacking is an understanding of the effects of risk governance in 
‘real-life settings’ (Claassen, Van Dongen, & Timmermans, 2015, p. 11). 
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Experiencing risk

With this research, I aim to contribute to an understanding of the effects 
of risk governance practices by specifically focusing on such ‘real-life 
settings’. In order to do so, I argue for a contextualized understanding of 
citizens’ experiences of risks. The experience of risk has been researched 
thoroughly on an individual level (Pidgeon et al., 1992; Taylor-Gooby & 
Zinn, 2006; Tierney, 1999; Zinn, 2004), although longitudinal research is 
scarce (Conner & Siegrist, 2015, p. 13). Psychological research, in particular 
the psycho-metric tradition, focuses on the discovery of the qualitative 
characteristics of the experience of risk. Individual risk experiences are 
operationalized as risk ‘perceptions’: the expressed judgments of the 
acceptability of hazards (Slovic, 1987, pp. 281-282). Risk perception is a 
powerful concept for understanding individual experiences of different 
risks. A systematic pattern in people’s risk perceptions of different hazards 
has been identified. This pattern consists of a two-dimensional space, with 
one dimension being the ‘dread’-factor of a risk (fear-provoking), and the 
other dimension being the ‘unknown’-factor (familiarity, controllability, 
uncertainty) (Slovic, 1987, pp. 282-283). The dread-factor is the most 
important. The higher a hazard’s potential for catastrophe, the higher its 
risk is perceived to be, and the more people want so see authorities taking 
action to reduce the risk. The ‘known’-factor is significant in that control on, 
familiarity with and the societal aspects of a situation inform its perceived 
riskiness (Renn, 2008, p. 56). This is useful for observations of risk politics; 
variation in perceived control by citizens in and on political interaction 
might explain variation in the experience of the risks considered in these 
interactions. Another strand of psychological research on risk perception 
focuses on cognitive heuristics: ‘convenient mental strategies in order to 
facilitate evaluation’ (Taylor-Gooby & Zinn, 2006, p. 399). The heuristics 
that were identified as being relevant to individual risk perception are:

[…] the availability bias (the tendency to overestimate the significance 
of rare but striking factors), immediacy of effect (results that directly 
follow causes tend to receive greater attention in thinking about risk 
than more remote ones) and loss aversion (the damage of a loss 
tends to be weighted more highly than the benefit of an exactly 
equivalent gain) (Taylor-Gooby & Zinn, 2006, p. 399).

More recently Slovic et al. (2004) introduced the ‘affect’-heuristic through 
engaging with the work of Damasio (Damasio, 1994). They argue that 
affect is ‘essential to rational action’ (Slovic et al., 2004, p. 314). This 
acknowledgement of the intertwined relation between emotions and 
reason follows from promising neuroscience developments, amongst 
others (Cerulo, 2010; DiMaggio, 1997).
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Despite its usefulness, the latent construct of risk ‘perception’ is 
problematic from a sociological perspective. First, the survey methods 
used in risk perception research do not measure the experience of the 
risks of ‘something’. Instead, they account for respondents’ evaluation 
of a phenomenon, pre-defined by researchers as hazard, often in direct 
comparison to other hazards. Such a survey therefore construes the 
to-be-measured something as a risk worthy of evaluation (Law, 2009). Few 
individuals explicitly use risk as a concept when they are asked about risk 
issues (Henwood et al., 2008, p. 453), and their interpretations of risk range 
vastly. Only few of these involve environmental risks such as EMF (Tulloch 
& Lupton, 2003, p. 25), and many people reference positive risk-taking 
(Lyng, 1990; Zinn, 2015). A singular focus on risk as meaning ‘harm’ and the 
human actor as being mostly risk-averse misses alternative interpretations 
of risk and human action itself. The concept of risk perception, therefore, 
appears reductionist in its approach to human action. A challenge for risk 
perception research is to explain different experiences of the same risk 
object because of the anthropological constant implied in the universalist 
claim of psychometrics. Cognitive heuristics also inflate the relational 
aspects of knowing, learning and feeling, when reducing an individual’s 
lived experience to singular matters of the brain. 

What is most critical is that the risk perception concept suffers from 
the use of a confusing analogy. Risk ‘perception’ should not be equated 
with sense ‘perception’ because risk is already a specific framing of a 
situation. Depending on the risk object, it might be better to conceptualize 
risk perception as ‘hazard or technology perception’ (Pidgeon et al, 1992, 
p. 99). However, sensory input in itself does not constitute experience 
due to the ‘assimilation of past experiences and existing knowledge-
structures with new stimuli’ (Pidgeon et al., 1992, p. 98). This means that 
the experience of a technology as a risk is an inter-subjective, relatively 
autonomous and relational process; it is a process of actively experiencing 
something. Acculturation and socialization are important processes that 
influence whether or not something is experienced as ‘risky’. Experience 
is never a solo-cognitive affair; knowledge and knowing are mediated and 
constructed in concrete interactions (Dijstelbloem, 2007, p. 30). Because of 
these concerns, I focus on ‘experience’ instead of ‘perception’. I hold that an 
individual’s experience of technology is not based on inaccurate, incomplete 
or biased knowledge(s) nor only on information individuals receive; 
citizens combine emotion and rationality in ‘situated cognition’ (Boholm & 
Corvellec, 2011, p. 176). This allows for the experience of the technology to 
be cultural and enables sociological conceptualizations of emotions such as 
the management of trust, hope, fear and doubt. 
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Discursive resonance

This research aims to understand citizens’ experiences of a technology as a 
health risk in relation to the governance of that technology. In short, I focus 
on the cultural effects of risk politics in everyday life. To achieve this, I make 
use of a constructivist perspective of social problems (Spector & Kitsuse, 
1973; Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988; Lindner, 1995). This means that an issue of 
concern is not a given because social problems are socially constructed: 
‘Before a problematic entanglement of social associations counts as a 
matter of public concern, it must be actively articulated’ (Marres, 2007, p. 
768). In this perspective, the social is appropriated via language, especially 
‘language in use relative to social, political and cultural formations – […] 
language reflecting social order but also language shaping social order, 
and shaping individuals’ interaction with society’ (Jaworski & Coupland, 
1999, p. 3; cf Danforth & Navarro, 2001; Nerlich & Halliday, 2007; Yanow, 
2000). This is discourse. Discourse is defined as ‘an ensemble of ideas, 
concepts and categories through which meaning is given to phenomena, 
and which is produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of 
practices’ (Hajer, 2005, p. 303). Discourse is also a ‘medium for action’ 
(Potter, 2003, p. 785), as it construes a particular social reality and in this 
way blurs the line between doing and saying (cf DiMaggio, 2014; Jerolmack 
& Kahn, 2014). Discourse does something, for example it can articulate an 
issue as one of concern that people will or will not act upon. 

Dominant discourses can be distinguished from non-dominant 
discourses (Danforth & Navarro, 2001; Hajer, 2005). Hajer focuses on the 
argumentative structure in texts and the practices through which these 
utterances were made. A dominant policy discourse is the pattern in 
language in use that structures and is institutionalized in political decision-
making processes (Hajer, 2005, p. 8) and thus ‘exclude[s] alternative ways 
of thinking and acting’ (Bröer, 2008, p. 97). A discourse is not necessarily 
bound to a discursive space that is delineated by a nation state (Bröer & 
Duyvendak, 2012; Verhoeven & Duyvendak, 2015), a ‘civic epistemology’ in 
a political culture (Jasanoff, 2005) or a cosmopolitan ‘risk society’ (Beck, 
1992). It is nonetheless topical and situated in particular practices.

The concept of ‘resonance’ derives from framing studies in social 
movement research and discursive psychology (Bröer, 2008, pp. 98-99; cf 
Koopmans & Olzak, 2004). Social movement literature questions how citizens 
participate and organize politically. A large effort is made to understand 
how citizens come to contentious collective action in the first place; why 
do citizens mobilize? (Benford & Snow, 2000; Brown & Zavestoski, 2004). 
Political process theory assumes that political involvement occurs through 
mobilization structures, framing processes and political opportunities 
(Verhoeven, 2009, pp. 285-296). Mobilization structures refer to the 
economic, cultural and social capital of citizens; for example, it is well known 
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that citizens need particular resources (time, money, knowledge, social 
network) to become active citizens. ‘Discursive opportunity structure 
theory’ combines framing processes (Benford & Snow, 2000, pp. 614-615) 
and political opportunities (Koopmans & Olzak, 2004; Bröer & Duyvendak, 
2009). While there may be resources and opportunities to mobilize, people 
have to perceive and seize them as such (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2012). Citizens 
can align with dominating issue constructions, i.e. frame a situation in 
particular ways that resonate with dominant political framings that, in turn, 
facilitate contentious collective action. 

 ‘Discursive resonance’ takes this relation one step further. Bröer argues 
that the specific way that a problem is constructed in policy shapes how 
citizens experience this issue i.e.: a ‘dominant policy discourse […] resonate[s] 
in peoples’ perception’ (Bröer, 2008, p. 93). Specifically, policy resonates 
because it constructs a dominating issue by defining a problem (what) and 
positioning citizens (who) in relation to this problem; ‘policy provides the 
basic terms of subjectivity or stake’ (Bröer, 2008, p. 112). In short, sensory 
exposure such as aircraft sound is given meaning in the overlap between 
policy discourse and an individual’s framing, which, in turn, structure the 
meaning of the original exposure: the neutral sound has become annoying 
‘noise’. Schematically, this process looks like this (Figure 4)

This implies that the individual, subjective experience of something is an 
outcome of political interaction rather than a particular stable state of mind. 
The autonomy of an individual’s experience of technological development 
is relative in the sense that it is bound up with structured and existing 
understandings in policy. Citizens do not passively receive input from a 
policy discourse, but instead, they actively relate to a dominant policy 
discourse. In their individual framings, people can reproduce the dominant 
discourse (consonance), reject parts of the dominant policy discourse 
while accepting others (dissonance) or not reproduce any of the dominant 
policy discourse (autonomy) (Bröer, 2008, p. 99). In particular, a dissonant 
position to the dominant discourse invites an argumentative conflict. This 

Figure 4. Model of discursive resonance. Modified from Kroesen & Bröer, 2009, p. 199. 
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does not necessarily entail that people mobilize on the issue; dissonance 
can be argumentatively resolved via a process of reducing the discursive 
dissonance (Bröer, 2008, p. 99). Thus, the discursive resonance model, in a 
broad way, contributes to the fundamental sociological issue of the relation 
between modes of governing and the development of (governed) selves 
(Thevenot, 2014, p. 9). This model builds on a Foucauldian governmentality 
perspective in its primacy given to policy in citizens’ experiences (Foucault, 
1991, pp. 102 -103; cf. O’Malley, 2009; Rose, O’Malley, & Valverde, 2006), 
although the conceptual space created for the active positioning of citizens 
departs from this, perhaps, over-deterministic perspective. 

Emotions
The initial model of discourse resonance focused on framing, but emotions 
were soon added with the use of Hochschild’s emotional management 
perspective (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009; 2012). This is in line with a growing 
sociological attention to the study of emotions in general and more 
specifically within social movement studies (Goodwin, Jasper, & Polleta, 
2000; Jasper, 2011; Verhoeven & Duyvendak, 2015) and risk research (Lupton, 
2013; Roeser, 2005; 2012). The premise here is that emotion and rational 
decision making go hand in hand; ‘emotion interacts with understanding 
to produce its greatest impact on the behavior of those citizens who are 
the most politically sophisticated’ (Miller, 2011, p. 1). Emotions can thus 
be seen as a political resource. Public displays of emotions, for example, 
are helpful for a social movement’s message to achieve resonance across 
institutions (Bail, 2012, p. 871). Social movements are also found to try 
to achieve changes in the emotional make-up of individuals (Flam, 2003). 
Verhoeven (2009) points to the important relation between framing, emotion 
and protest activities: ‘the build-up of public energy was connected to the 
changing emotional aspects of meaning production…’ (Verhoeven, 2009, 
p. 296). In risk research, attention to emotions remains scarce. Although 
risk perception has been equated with feelings before (Loewenstein et al., 
2001), the relation between risk and emotion is undertheorized (Lupton, 
2013, p. 634); yet, emotions are said to be the ‘missing-link’ for properly 
understanding risk communication (Roeser, 2012, p. 1033). This could 
relate to the fact that emotions are rather difficult to grasp analytically, as 
Jasper states: 

… I have treated emotions as though they were things with neat 
labels that we mostly recognize. For all its limits, I see no other 
starting place because we as analysts must apply linguistic labels. 
And in fact, when humans label their own feelings, those labels 
begin to give their feelings shape and direction […]. This is what 
culture and language do for and to us (Jasper, 2011, p. 14). 
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The ‘neat labels’ mentioned by Jasper refer to the general idea that 
we can recognize our own and others’ feelings, and their appropriateness 
in particular situations. This is what ‘feeling rules’ are about. Hochschild 
conceptualizes emotion as ‘a bodily cooperation of an image, a thought, 
a memory – a cooperation of which the individual is aware’ (Hochschild, 
1979, p. 551), as such maintaining a conscious and evaluative component 
to emotional experience. She defines feeling rules as ‘the social guidelines 
that direct how we want to try to feel […] a set of socially shared, albeit often 
latent (not thought about unless probed at) rules’ (Hochschild, 1979, p. 563) 
and ‘guidelines for the assessment of fits and misfits between feeling and 
situation’ (Hochschild, 1979, p. 566). Feeling rules are intrinsically related 
to ‘framing rules’: ‘the rules to which we ascribe definitions or meanings to 
situations’ (Hochschild, 1979, p. 566). In this way, Hochschild draws attention 
to the relation between the definition of the situation and the active role 
humans play on their feelings: people manage their emotions in ‘emotion 
work’. Managing emotions and resolving the interaction between emotions 
and situations are ‘crucial to action’ (Jasper, 2011, p. 7). In the case of the 
experience of risk, it is also crucial to not only focus on negative emotions 
since the tension between positive and negative emotions is found to be 
especially important to contentious collective action (idem). This tension 
might help explain the balance between risk aversion and risk taking (Zinn, 
2015, p. 111). 

Where do emotions, or more specifically, feeling rules come from? 
Hochschild does not enter into the discussion about if feeling rules work 
internally and over an extended period of time. However, she does approach 
them at the institutional level, positioning feeling rules at the ‘bottom side 
of ideology’ (Hochschild, 1979, p. 566) and describing ideology as ‘an 
interpretive framework that can be described in terms of feeling and framing 
rules’ (idem). The exact linkages between the concepts of feeling and framing 
rules and ideologies are, however, unclear (Tonkens, 2012; Wouters, 1989). 
Generally, I understand them similarly to Verhoeven & Duyvendak (2015, p. 
5) who embed feeling rules within framing practices, while they understand 
that the separation between feeling and framing is analytic. Emotions and 
rationality can be seen as two sides of the same situated ‘feeling-thinking’ 
processes (Jasper, 2014, p. 28). I approach this through the work of Bröer and 
Duyvendak (2009, p. 353) who argue that a dominant discourse delineates 
what people can legitimately say, do and feel. To redefine discourse, as I will 
use it in this research: it is a socially produced set of rules about what can 
legitimately be argued, done and felt in a certain situation. It is an observable 
pattern in language practice that is used to give meaning to the world, which 
contains both arguments and affect and thus contains both framing and 
feeling rules. 
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Feedback

This research builds on the discursive resonance model as discussed 
above. Following this model, the policy discourse on cell site deployment 
is most influential in legitimizing particular ways of framing, feeling and 
acting through its discursive construction of a social problem that can echo 
in citizens’ experiences. The experience of cell site deployment as a health 
risk-issue, for example, is then not a necessary but rather a contingent 
outcome of political interactions. The mechanisms of such resonance, 
however, are not clear. It is not understood if and how resonance works over 
time, and citizens’ experiences are, conceptually, rather dependent on the 
policy discourse (Kroesen & Bröer, 2009, p. 205). I intend to address both of 
these issues in a feedback model of risk politics, which schematically looks 
like this (Figure 5):

This feedback model does not start with sensory exposure like the 
discursive resonance model (Kroesen & Bröer, 2009) because sensory 
input itself does not constitute perception: it is already mediated by 
existing experiences and expectations. A feedback model of risk politics, 
therefore, needs to start elsewhere. Its start lies with the social construction 
of social problems. With my model, I adhere to Hochschild’s emphasis on 
the particularities of concrete situations more stringently than the existing 
resonance model. In these situations, I focus on how meaning emerges 
from concrete interactions and how, potentially, ‘the same widely shared 
symbols, stories, vocabularies, or codes make different meanings in 
different settings’ (Eliasoph & Lichterman, 2003, p. 782). Social problems 
are important because they appear as ‘organizing principle[s] of the public’ 
(Marres, 2007, p. 769). Citizens mobilize around specific concerns, issues 
or devices. This is what discursive resonance points to when emphasizing 
the relation between issue-specific policy discourse and public concern. 
In each situation, the organizing principle offered by social problems can 
work differently. It is crucial:

Figure 5. Feedback model of risk politics
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… to distinguish between issue articulations that open an affair up 
to public involvement, and those that prevent this from happening. 
As public issues depend on outside involvement for their 
settlement, the difference between ‘publicizing’ and ‘depublicizing’ 
issue articulations is of central importance (Marres, 2007, p. 772, 
emphasis added).  

Social problems can be made more or less ‘public’ over time in a process 
that I call ‘(de)politicization’ (Oosterlynck & Swyngedouw, 2010; Thevenot, 
2014, p. 8). When a problem is ‘depoliticized’, collective actors neglect a 
public, and citizens withdraw from the problem. This also works the other 
way around. In a process of ‘politicization’, a problem is made ‘more 
public’: actors invite a public, and citizens engage with it. This points to the 
question of who controls the articulation of social problems. I hold that what 
is or feels controllable to people is not universal but is historically contingent, 
as it depends on how a social problem is politicized (Eliasoph, 1998, p. 74). 
The position of citizens is ‘dynamically constituted’ around a social problem, 
while neither citizens’ positions nor the problem are pre-given (Jasanoff, 
2014, p. 23). Risk politics are particularly imbued with processes of (de)
politicization, as the debate on the forms and effects of risk governance and 
citizens’ participation has elucidated above. 

A focus on concrete situations enables this research to attend to multiple 
scales in the construction of social problems (Uitermark, 2005; Uitermark, 
Nicholls, & Loopmans, 2012). In order to understand the dynamics of policy 
and experience, we should not only focus on local or national levels of risk 
politics, but instead, we should extend our considerations to the relational, 
‘multi-scalar’ origins of political struggles (Uitermark, 2005, p. 142). As 
accounts of intra-governmental activism show (Verhoeven & Bröer, 2015), 
the dynamics of a policy discourse and legitimate framing and feeling 
rules are the intertwined work of concrete actors. Risk politics are not only 
practiced by national level government officials. With a technology’s risks 
being mediated through risk communication practices where the ‘medium is 
[also] the message’ (Van Loon, 2014, p. 454), it is important to acknowledge 
industry professionals’ roles in the social construction of cell site deployment. 
Similarly, scientific research practices shape its object matter (Latour & 
Woolgar, 1979; Latour, 1991-1993), as research ‘co-produces’ a problem and 
its public (Jasanoff, 2005, cf. Stilgoe, 2007). Co-production means that ‘the 
products of the sciences, both cognitive and material, embody beliefs not 
only about how the world is, but also how it ought to be’  (Jasanoff, 2005, 
p. 19): ‘Nature’ and ‘culture’ are produced at the same time. This means 
that in the interactions between policy makers, industry professionals, 
scientists and citizens, a technology can be made into a specific problem, 
and simultaneously, people’s political rights and duties to that problem can 
be delineated. 
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Engagement and everyday life
A feedback model of risk politics assumes the already-mediated aspects of 
sensory input and focuses on the social construction of social problems in 
concrete situations. It follows the ‘top-down’ aspect of discursive resonance, 
but it also aims to address the fact that conceptually, citizens’ experiences 
largely depend on the policy discourse, even though individuals can take 
different positions towards a dominant policy discourse (Bröer, 2008, p. 99). 
Therefore, I am particularly interested in the emergence of citizens’ experiences 
and the ‘bottom-up’ contribution that citizens might make to the development 
of policy discourse and the construction of a social problem. Discursive 
resonance already posits that a policy discourse delineates particular 
discursive opportunities that active citizens have to sense and seize in order to 
mobilize effectively (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2012). In order to grasp if and how 
discursive resonance works, the focus needs to expand to include everyday life 
and not necessarily contentious, situations (McAdam & Boudet, 2012). This is 
particularly important because ‘the enactment of public concern involves the 
articulation of threats to actors’ livelihoods in the broadest sense of that term’ 
(Marres, 2007, p. 774). To understand citizens’ experiences of risk politics in a 
contextualized way, we therefore need to attend to citizens’ everyday lives, in a 
broad sense, in which risk politics do or do not intervene. Everyday life can be 
conceptualized as the ‘perceivedly normal course[s] of action – familiar scenes 
of everyday affairs, the world of daily life known in common with others and 
with others taken for granted’ (Garfinkel, 1964, p. 225). This allows for a focus 
on what is routine and to question the ‘mundane aspects of life’ (Back, 2015, 
p. 822). Citizens are, then, not only ‘cultural dopes’ (Garfinkel, 1964, p. 244; 
Lynch, 2012), or passive recipients of risk signals. Rather, their experience of 
cell site deployment is a ‘situated cognition’ (see above), embedded in already 
existing, taken for granted ways of framing and feeling. Citizens’ experiences 
of a technological development can be influenced by policy legitimated 
framing and feeling rules, but citizens experiences do not play out on a blank 
slate or ‘tabula rasa’, as they are embedded in everyday life. 

In everyday life, citizens have many more interpretive resources 
available to them than an issue-specific policy discourse, and these can 
potentially contribute to how they make sense of cell site deployment. It 
follows, than, that citizens’ engagement with a social problem lies not only 
with the opportunities offered through policy but also in citizens’ own 
‘power to make the public’ (Eliasoph, 1996, p. 286). Citizens contribute to the 
persistence or ending of a social problem in ‘civic practices’:

Civic practices are the fundamentally sociable processes by which 
citizens create contexts for political conversation in the potential 
public sphere, by jointly creating a relationship to speech itself. In 
creating these contexts, citizens develop meaning-making powers 
together (Eliasoph, 1996, p. 263, emphasis in original).
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This means that citizens can contribute to the construction of a social 
problem, i.e. to the construction of an issue as a problem because they, 
together, can create political ‘talk’ in not necessarily ‘political’ situations 
(Irwin, 2006). Although citizens might appear to be politically inactive, 
for example when they avoid attending community meetings, such 
apathy should not be considered a lack of political action. Thus, next to 
‘resonance’, in a feedback model it is also important to explicitly account 
for the bottom-up side of citizens’ political engagement. This includes 
both their sensing and seizing of discursive opportunities and the more 
mundane ‘civic practices’ through which citizens can engage with a social 
problem in everyday life. 

A looping effect
By focusing on the construction of a social problem and citizens’ potential 
contribution to it, I aim to emphasize the idea that citizens’ experiences 
are not fully dependent on risk politics. Citizens can contribute to the 
construction of a social problem through ‘feedback’ in civic practices and 
through seizing discursive opportunities and mobilizing on the problem. 
The feedback model, in this sense, aims at a dialectic approach to address 
the causal questions of how discursive resonance works over time (Brown 
& Olofsson, 2014, pp. 429-430). The development of policy, the construction 
of a social problem and citizens’ framing and feeling are ongoing practices 
with intertwined dynamics. Bröer’s work on discursive resonance has, in 
part, been an effort to contribute to a less deterministic interpretation of 
a governmentality perspective. The inclusion of Hochschild’s emotional 
management perspective bears witness to this. Even though I build most 
strongly on the social construction of social problems, I aim to expand on 
this effort by understanding the relation between citizens’ experiences and 
risk politics by relying on Hacking’s focus on the ‘dynamics and dialectics 
[of classifications] in action’ (Hacking, 2004, p. 280). Hacking’s notion of the 
‘looping effects of human kinds’ is important in this research: 

To create new ways of classifying people is also to change how 
we think of ourselves […]. This in turn generates a looping effect, 
because people of the kind behave differently and so are differently 
(Hacking, 1995, p. 369).

Through the act of classification, those who are being classified act on 
these classifications, which in turn leads to new acts of classification and 
interpretation (Hacking, 2004, p. 279). Similar intertwined dynamics are 
observable in risk politics. Risk politics is about the valuation and thus the 
classification of what is ‘risky’, who is potentially affected and how to deal 
with it. In policy discourse, a technology is defined as risky, which creates 
a social problem that citizens can react to (engage with). This potentially 
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changes the problem and that primary definition. Whereas Hacking points 
to the looping effect of the ‘making up of people’ (Hacking, 2004, p. 279), 
this feedback model of risk politics maintains that a similar effect can occur 
during the making up of social problems when citizens’ experiences feed 
back into the creation of a social problem and policy discourse. Similar 
feedback effects have been noted earlier, for example, as a ‘feedback cycle’ 
between ‘activism and increased social responsibility’ of corporations 
through the adoption of practices to manage such activism (McDonnel, 
King, & Soule, 2015, p. 467) or the ‘dynamic feedback loops between 
societal and institutional risk’ (Rothstein, Huber & Gaskell, 2006, p. 105). 

This dynamic model of risk politics complicates questions on the temporal 
relation between experience and politics because these are based on a more 
linear model of causality. There is some evidence that problem definitions 
emerge in policy discourse before they come forth in citizens’ experience 
(Kroesen & Bröer, 2009, p. 205), but the fact that neither policy discourse 
nor citizens’ experiences are necessarily static calls for an understanding 
of their relation as an intertwined process. A social problem is an outcome 
of the interactions between industry professionals, government officials 
and citizens, making legitimate ways of framing and feeling susceptible to 
change. Therefore my aim is to follow the ‘flow’ of such interactions closely 
(Verhoeven, 2009, p. 297). In these interactions, over time, citizens can ‘learn 
how to feel and act’ on a social problem (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2012, p. 244). 
Bröer & Duyvendak (2012) propose five ways in which this learning happens 
in relation to political action: citizens ‘focus’ on the problem and learn its 
policy definition, they ‘internalize’ this focus or noticeably ‘convert’ to it. The 
dominant discourse can be engaged with dissonantly through the ‘use of the 
dominant discourse’ and by ‘avoiding’ it. I build on these propositions more 
elaborately in my analyses of my longitudinal data. However, I also aim to 
attend to citizens’ lived experiences of time. People are, for example, found 
to actively organize and co-ordinate their futures (Tavory & Eliasoph, 2013, 
p. 909), and such different considerations of time can be fundamental to 
experiences of risk (Brown & de Graaf, 2013). With experience conceptualized 
as ’situated’, and framing and feeling as discursive, the experiences of risk 
politics over time become the products of concrete interactions. 

Conclusion: A feedback model of risk politics

The theoretical ambition of this research is to understand the relation 
between risk politics and citizens’ experiences. In so doing, it contributes to 
research on the effects of risk governance and social movement research. 
Risk politics are pervasive in Western political practice. These practices 
have recently shifted from a ‘government’ to a ‘governance’ approach to 
the assessment and management of technological risks. This has meant, 
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in part, a change in perspective to account for the position of citizens in 
these practices. Although a ‘deficit-model’ of citizens, conceptualizing 
citizens as ‘lacking’ knowledge, appears tenacious in a ‘participatory-turn’, 
their contribution to these practices seems emancipated. Deliberation and 
citizen participation in decision making on risk and uncertainty are thought 
to aid risk politics’ legitimacy and value. However, the effects of risk 
communication and such deliberative practices are unclear, as empirical 
results prove contradictory. There is a significant lack of understanding of 
the effects of risk politics in everyday life, and this is precisely where this 
research aims to contribute. 

Instead of looking for the intended effects of risk governance practices, 
I examine the subtler, but no less powerful, cultural effects of risk politics. 
Experiences of risk and uncertainty are seen as outcomes of political 
interactions in which social problems are socially constructed. This is the 
vantage point of the works of Bröer and others, which show how policy 
discourse discursively resonates in citizens’ experiences of a social problem 
(Bröer, 2008). I build predominantly on this existing model of discursive 
resonance. A central concept is discourse. This is defined as a socially 
produced set of rules about what can legitimately be argued, done and felt 
in a certain situation. It is an observable pattern in language-practice that is 
used to give meaning to the world and contains both arguments and affect. 
Through framing and feeling, citizens position themselves (consonant, 
dissonant or autonomous) to a dominating definition of a social problem in 
policy. Instead of a sole focus on framing practices, this perspective enables 
a focus on emotions and their management as an activity (Hochschild, 1979). 
This also enables us to understand the experience of risk as emotional, 
something that has been undertheorized in risk research (Lupton, 2013). 

In the existing resonance model, citizens’ experience of a technology 
is, however, still rather dependent on a policy discourse. It also lacks an 
understanding of if, and how, resonance works over time. To contribute to 
these two issues, I construct a feedback model of risk politics. This feedback 
model assumes the already-mediated aspects of sensory input and focuses 
on the social construction of social problems in concrete situations. Social 
problems serve as ‘organizing principles’ in the emergence of publics 
(Marres, 2007, p. 769). The model follows the ‘top-down’ aspect of discursive 
resonance but focuses more on the emergence of citizens’ experiences and 
the potential ‘bottom-up’ contribution of citizens to the development of 
policy discourse and the construction of a social problem. This bottom-up 
aspect of the feedback model is called engagement. Citizens’ everyday 
lives are not blank slates and neither are the situations in which cell site 
deployment happens. Their experiences are therefore situated. This is why 
it is important to take everyday life seriously (Garfinkel, 1964). Citizens’ 
engagement happens through the sensing and seizing of the discursive 
opportunities offered through policy discourse (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2012) 
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but also through more mundane ‘civic practices’ (Eliasoph, 1998) through 
which citizens, together, create contexts for political speech outside of 
established political practices. In short, risk politics are conceptualized as 
interactions in concrete situations in which a social problem, and legitimate 
ways of framing, feeling and acting on it, are established. Citizens can 
contribute to these interactions, and their experiences of the issue at stake 
is conceptualized as the varied and relational ways in which framings are 
used and feelings are managed in the context of everyday life. 

The key factor that distinguishes this feedback model from the discursive 
resonance model is therefore its dialectic approach to the relation between 
risk politics and citizens’ experiences over time. Policy discourse and citizens’ 
experiences are not static, and their dynamics can intertwine, blurring cause 
and effect relations. I conceptualize this, following Hacking (1995; 2004), as 
a feedback loop in the construction of social problems. In policy discourse, 
a technological development is defined as risky, which creates a social 
problem that citizens react to, which then changes the problem and the initial 
definition of the development. With this model, I aim for a middle ground 
between the deterministic, disciplining influence of a policy discourse and 
citizens’ agency to contribute to the social construction of a social problem. 
The model is not intended to provide an exhaustive account of risk politics. 
Rather, it will act as an analytical tool throughout the analyses presented 
in this thesis. Additionally, as a model, it serves as a ‘middle-range’ theory 
(Merton, 1949, pp. 39-53) to the more fundamental sociological issue of 
‘the interrelated metamorphoses of modes of government and of selves’ 
(Thevenot, 2014, p. 9). It sheds light on the relation between the micro-
dynamics of experiences of a potentially hazardous technology and citizens’ 
contributions to a more macro-political culture on the development of that 
technology. This contribution itself, in turn, is influenced by that culture. The 
relation between risk politics and citizens’ experiences is deeply intertwined. 
The following chapters will detail the risk politics of cell site deployment 
and concurrent experiences on cell site deployment by citizens, which in 
general work to depoliticize the construction of cell sites in neighborhoods 
and stabilize the meaning of this technological development. 
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Introduction

A research question aimed at the intertwined dynamics of risk politics 
and citizens’ experiences of technological development demands a multi-
level, mixed-method and longitudinal study design. Methodologically, my 
research has two aims: First, it aims to contribute to the scarce longitudinal 
studies on the experience of risk and uncertainty through mixed-method 
panel studies in different situations in which cell sites are being built 
(Conner & Siegrist, 2015; Siegrist, 2013; 2014); second, it aims to contribute 
to social movement research, which often selects on its dependent variable 
(‘mobilization’) (McAdam & Boudet, 2012). I avoid this by prospectively 
following situations in which there is a risk of citizens mobilizing. 

Throughout the research, together with my research team (Christian 
Bröer, Rik Wester), I engage in an interpretive approach to cell site 
deployment and citizens’ experiences of this process. I follow the practices 
of local and national governmental officials, industry professionals and 
active citizens in the Netherlands and California. I conduct interviews with 
informants, observations of political interactions and document analysis. 
Mixed-method panel studies are used to follow citizens’ experiences over 
time, in situations where a decision-making process on a cell site is ongoing. 
These panel studies combine survey, interview and observational data.  

In this chapter I will describe my research design, data and the focus 
of the analyses, even though these shift with each empirical chapter. I 
expand on the panel studies since the other parts of my research design 
are addressed in depth in their relevant chapters. I will end this chapter 
by arguing for the need to be reflexive about the political aspects of risk 
research. This research itself is part of the risk politics it examines, and it is 
essential to be accountable to this fact in a study on the relation between 
citizens’ experiences of risk and risk politics (Henwood et al., 2008). My 
research practice does not fully escape the policy discourse, as it was often 
seen by informants and respondents alike to be a part of risk governance 
practice. I, for one, initially assumed the existence of a ‘combustible citizen’: 
a citizen eager to protest cell site deployment, if only in response to prompts 
to do so from research or governance activities. Contrary to my assumption, 
such a citizen is hard to find.

Research design

Object of analysis
The main empirical object of this research is citizens’ experiences of the 
different political processes through which cell sites are introduced in 
neighborhoods. This introduction happens, partially, through localized 
decision-making processes of which the health risk governance of cell site 
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deployment is a part. For the observation of these political processes, I 
follow discourse and interpretive policy analysis (Yanow, 2000). I focus 
on EMF risk governance and the regulation of cell site deployment as 
discursive practices that define the technology, its risks and its publics in 
differentiated but structured ways in ‘identifiable set[s] of practices’ (Hajer, 
2005, p. 303). Citizens’ experience is also operationalized as the discursive 
practice of framing and feeling. Rather than a black box of ‘lived experience’, 
citizens’ framing and feeling is observable in language. Framing is, then, 
in line with Goffman (1974, p. 21), a primary ‘schemata of interpretation’ of 
cell site deployment. I focus, in particular, on ‘diagnostic framing’, which 
means how citizens identify the problem and what is attributed to that 
problem (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 615). For example:

I: But has it been something you’d been thinking about earlier, than 
this particular cell site? 
R: Eh, no… occasionally, you know, I go off into some deep 
mountain and desert areas and there’s, I’m completely cut off from 
contact. Just because of my carrier, whereas other people have 
coverage. And, so when I get into trouble I’m kinda of... I’m really 
alone... [Example 1: Respondent 8003,1, Woman, 1964, Encinitas].2

Here, Respondent 8003 clearly defines (‘diagnoses’) cell site deployment 
as beneficial to network coverage, a recurrent framing amongst citizens 
that I later refer to as ‘Happy Technology’. In her comparison to ‘other 
people’, it is clear that she has had conversations with others about this, 
making this framing a shared discursive practice.

To grasp feelings, I focus on the moments when respondents describe 
how they feel with words that denote such feelings (Verhoeven & Duyvendak, 
2015, p. 5) and through observational notes. For example:

I: Yeah, when it’s there, eh…
R: Well, but, when they would start building houses, like next week, 
you just have to take it. In the end, there’s nothing you can do […].
I: Yeah, yeah…
R: Terrible! I can get really angry about that, [laugh]… [Example 2: 
Respondent 1109,1, Woman, 1962, Amersfoort].

In this example, it is clear that Respondent 1109 gets worked up about his 
lack of influence in the neighborhood, expressing the feeling of ‘anger’. 
Doing so, I assume that feelings are indeed observable and do not focus 
on unconscious, un-explicated bodily sensations. I consider a researcher 

2 All quotes are translated, when needed, to English by me. I provide the individual’s respondent number 
(8003), the wave in which the interview was conducted, from which the quote derives (1), the respond-
ent’s sex (Woman), year of birth (1964) and the location of the interview (Encinitas). 
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capable of recognizing and categorizing feelings (Jasper, 2011, p. 14). The 
feelings that I categorize the most in this research are long-term feelings, 
such as ‘moral emotions’ and ‘affective loyalties’ (Jasper, 2011, p. 3). These 
are said to be more reflexive than the situational and fleeting character 
of short-term emotions (‘reflex emotions’ and ‘moods’, Jasper, 2011, p. 3) 
and are thus more readily observable in interview situations. The most 
important feelings I focus on are concern, or worries about cell site risks, 
and trust. My understanding of the relation between framing and feeling is 
in line with Verhoeven and Duyvendak (2015, p. 5), who embed feeling rules 
within framing practices while understanding that the separation between 
these is analytic. I call the development of citizens’ experiences over time, 
i.e. the development of their framing and feeling, ‘learning’. Bröer and 
Duyvendak (2012) have proposed several ways in which such learning 
might happen. I build on this, and in particular distinguish a ‘categorical’ 
change in framing in particular situations: when citizens start to use new 
framings, a ‘focus’, when they emphasize one framing over another over 
time, or when there is a ‘multifaceted’ change, when citizens start to 
emphasize more, different, framings over time. I grasp the development of 
feelings over time as gradual (more, less or stable). 

Design
To observe risk politics and citizens’ experiences, and their intertwined 
dynamics, I do a multi-level, mixed-method and longitudinal study. See 
Table 1 for an overview of the research. The table denotes my levels of 
analysis and how I aim to observe both risk politics and citizens’ experiences 
at that level. It also denotes the main sources of data and the chapters of 
this thesis that discuss that particular part of the research. 

Table 1. Research overview

Risk politics Citizens’ experiences

Macro-level Policy discourse (Ch.4) Population: Framing, risk 
perception (Ch.5)

Data Interviews, documents, obser-
vations (NL/CA)

Panel, online survey (NL)

Micro-level Interactions: Contentious (Ch.7) Protest: Active citizens (Ch.6)

Data Interviews, documents, obser-
vations (NL)

Interviews, documents, ob-
servations (NL)

Interactions: Local decision 
making (Ch.8)

Everyday life: Citizens (Ch.9)

Data Interviews, documents, obser-
vations (NL/CA)

Panels, mixed-method (NL/
CA)
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I distinguish a ‘macro’-level of policy discourse and a generalized 
population and separate a ‘micro’-level into contentious interactions 
and processes of local decision making. I concentrate on concrete and 
situated discursive practices. For example, I pay less attention to (inter)
national developments in cell site policy or industry practice because 
these are generally not the sites where citizens engage, or are engaged 
with, in a direct way. Moreover, the governance of risk and uncertainty 
takes places in many different sites and through diverse interactions. In 
this way, my attention to a generalized population level primarily intends 
to support my observations and interpretation of the situations in which 
cell site deployment happens. In a similar vein, I include two examples 
of decision making in Southern California in this research. This is not to 
enable a cross-national comparison, but instead seeks to strengthen my 
situational level analyses3.

To enable this multi-level design I adopt a mixed-method approach, 
specifically a  ‘concurrent triangulation design’ (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2007, p. 64). This means that the different data-sources are collected 
and analyzed concurrently. To observe discursive practices, I use semi-
structured interviews, observations of political interactions, a survey and 
cell site policy-relevant documents. In general, I use analyses relevant to the 
type of data and results, and the analyses are then merged (‘triangulated’) 
to provide for an overall interpretation. However, especially in the final 
chapters, the qualitative data serves as the primary source of data, with the 
observational and survey data controlling the interpretation (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2007, pp. 75-77). 

In order to grasp the dynamics of risk politics and citizens’ experiences, 
I include a longitudinal aspect in this design. I closely follow eight local 
decision-making processes on cell site deployment, citizens’ experience 
thereof and the Dutch population’s framing and risk perception over time. 
At the moment, very few empirical studies focus on the development of 
citizens’ experiences of risk over time (Conner & Siegrist, 2015). The work 
that exists, and similar longitudinal sociological studies on life course 
events, uses for example event history analyses of careers (Aisenbrey, 
Evertsson, & Grunow, 2009; Halaby, 2004), sequence analysis (Abbott, 1992; 
Stovel, Savage, & Bearman, 1996) or panel regression (Aisenbrey, 2009). In 
contrast, I use a longitudinal research design comparable to ‘small number 
qualitative longitudinal research’ (Holland, Thomson, & Henderson, 2006; 
Shirani & Henwood, 2011; Yates, 2003). In line with an interpretive approach 
to qualitative research (e.g. Yanow, 2000), in such a longitudinal approach 
‘issues of selection and comparison are important’, but its ‘meaningfulness 
[…] lie[s] in ‘multiple acts of design, comparison, reflexive interpretation and 
dialogue with the broader field’ (Yates, 2003, p. 223). ‘Small’ refers to the 

3  My research in California was supported by the Center for the Study of Democracy at University of Cali-
fornia, Irvine and was approved by the UC Irvine Institutional Review Board (HS# 2013-9932).  
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absolute number of respondents in these studies in relation to the approaches 
mentioned above rather than to the amount of observations gathered. Yates 
(2003), for example, followed 26 respondents over an eight-year period, 
conducting 350 interviews. I follow 121 citizens over time, gathering a total 
of 330 interviews in mixed-method panel studies. In these panels, my focus 
remains on the development of citizens’ framing and feeling through time 
(diachronically), in relation to developments in localized political interactions 
(Shirani & Henwood, 2011, p. 18). These panels are situated in places where, 
potentially, a change in citizens’ experience of cell site deployment could 
occur. To observe the resonance of policy discourse and understand changes 
in citizens’ experience, the situation, i.e. framing and feeling rules, has to 
change. In other words, I look for situated learning processes that evolve 
(or do not) when citizens are confronted with the deployment of a cell site 
in their living environment. This is observed as the result of governmental 
community outreach, local media or protest activities in the Netherlands 
and Southern California. During these processes, I follow the practices of 
industry professionals and local authorities (municipalities, cities) over time 
with interviews, observations and local policy documents. To provide for 
a contextualization of these situations, and to control for supra-local level 
effects on citizens’ experiences of the technology over time, I observe 
citizens’ framings and risk perceptions on the level of the population of the 
Netherlands as well, with a representative panel of citizens. 

Data and analysis

My data consist of interviews, survey results, observations and documents. 
The main way of understanding the risk politics on cell site deployment on 
the national, state and local levels is by interviewing informants, observing 
political interactions, analyzing relevant documentation and extensively 
following 19 cases of citizen protest from 2010 until the end of 2014 (see 
Table 2 for an overview of this data). My informants are politically active 
citizens, policy makers and industry professionals. Recruitment of these 
informants was done informally and via snowballing for which a specific 
hand-out detailing the research is made. Where possible, audio-recorded 
interviews were held with topic lists to suit the specific informant and the 
stage of the research. Co-operation with industry professionals proved 
time consuming and labor intensive. My observations aim at the concrete 
interactions between active citizens, policy makers, industry professionals 
and scientists, in particular at the local level, to account for language in 
use. I observed, usually passively, local public hearings and community 
outreach events on specific cell site development plans, national 
stakeholder meetings on the EMF and health issue, and international 
political conferences on that issue. Here, I took detailed field notes rather 
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than recordings. To supplement the interviews and observations, I also 
collected documents that are relevant to the political interactions in 
question. In general, they are aimed at the EMF and health debate, cell site 
deployment policies and (local) citizen mobilization.

Table 2. Overview risk politics data

NL CA (US) Total 

Cases (# cases local protest) 16 3 19

Interviews (# of informants)    

citizens protest local 4 8 12

citizens protest national 5 0 5

electrosensitivity sufferers 13 0 13

policy-makers local/state 10 5 15

policy-makers national 9 0 9

professionals industry 7 6 13

Total Interviews 48 19 67

Observations (# moments of observation)    

policy/protest local 7 4 11

policy/science/protest national 5 0 5

policy/science international 2 0 2

industry 7 0 7

Total Observations 21 4 25

Documents (# of documents)    

protest 57 35 92

local policy 35 75 110

national/state policy 162 34 196

international policy 45 0 45

industry 20 8 28

media 24 0 24

Total Documents 343 152 495
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Panel studies: Data
The data sources discussed above (informants’ interviews, observations, 
documents) are used to document the course and content of the decision-
making processes and policies in the situations where I executed the panel 
studies. In the mixed-method (local) panel studies, I used semi-structured 
interviews, a survey and observations to grasp citizens’ experiences over 
time in the context of everyday life. The Dutch national level panel was 
approached through an online survey.

 The interviews with respondents in the local panel studies were more 
structured than the interviews with informants. Questions focused on the 
experience with cell phone technology in general, cell site deployment 
specifically and the experience of the living environment and (local) politics. 
See Appendix A1 for the topic list. Qualitative interview data and observational 
data acquired during the interviews informed subsequent rounds of data 
collection in order to follow-up on developments in the decision making 
processes and citizens’ everyday lives. For example, when I knew that 
citizens’ could be aware of the decision-making process, I specifically asked 
about this. The interviews were, when consented to, audio-recorded and 
transcribed in full. Throughout the fieldwork I maintained detailed logbooks 
in which I noted interview context, observations of the respondent and the 
locations of their homes and neighborhood. 

The survey, entitled ‘The Cell Tower & The Community’, focuses on 
the framing of the technology, risk perception and the perceived political 
efficacy of the panel respondents. Furthermore, it explores experiences with 
cell site deployment and local politics and is a tool for gathering descriptive 
information on the respondents such as age, income and education. The first 
part of the survey, questions 1-14, consists of 14 statements that the research 

Table 3. Overview panel data (# respondents, response rate)

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4

Netherlands     

National (TNS-NIPO, online survey) 694 (.87) 604 (.88) 511 (.86) 412 (.83)

Amersfoort 36 (.13) 28 (.78) 25 (.69) 0

Duiven 31 (.13) 20 (.61) 23 (.74) 0

Eindhoven (tenant voting procedure) 5 (.33) 5 (1) 2 (.4) 0

Utrecht (tenant voting procedure) 15 (.17) 14 (.93) 12 (.8) 0

Amstelveen 8 (.21) 7 (.88) 5 (.71) 0

Egmond Binnen 22 (.21) 15 (.68) 0 0

California     

Glendale 15 (.10) 6 (.4) 0 0

Encinitas 16 (.19) 13 (.81) 7 (.44) 0
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team has inductively devised following the initial analysis of interviews, 
documents and observations. This collection of statements is aimed at 
presenting a ‘concourse’, or a broad array of possible framings, of cell site 
technology, similar to the creation of a Q-set in Q-methodology (Van Exel 
& de Graaf, 2005; Watts & Stenner, 2005). The statements are intentionally 
evocative and formulated in informal language. Respondents first read all 
statements, after which they rate the statements on a seven-point scale to 
enable variation over time. The second part of the survey, questions 15-21, 
is directed at respondents’ previous and current experiences with cell site 
deployment, the evaluation of these practices and health risk perception 
(cf Burns, Peters, & Slovic, 2012). The third part, questions 22-39, asks 
respondents about their personal situation, living situation, and political and 
community level activities. The final part, questions 40-41, consists of  open 
questions, and asks respondents to note their consent to be contacted in the 
near future. The Dutch national panel was approached with the same survey 
questions as the local panels, but in an online format. The TNS-NIPO team 
we hired created the online tool. The main differences between the paper 
and online versions of the survey were the online version’s randomization 
of the presentation of the statements, which deflected an order-effect, 
and the deletion of questions that were similar to existing variables in 
TNS-NIPO’s existing database. The survey was constructed with the aid of 
two survey experts and existing surveys. The Dutch version was tested in 
one situation (Amstelveen) and was subsequently adapted. The final version 
was translated into English and tested by two native speakers before use in 
California. See Appendix A2 for the English version of the survey that I used 
and Appendix A3 for a separate annotation of the questions and, where 
applicable, sources. 

In the local panel studies, each fieldwork period (wave) was made as 
short as possible to capture a moment in time. In these panels, I made the 
metric of these waves dependent on local political interactions to maximize 
the chance of observing their direct effects. I opted for the timing of the 
observations of the Dutch national panel to be simultaneous with the 
fieldwork in the Netherlands as much as possible (Singer & Willett, 2003, 
pp. 10-11). Respondents were surveyed in October 2012 (Wave 1, N=694), 
April 2013 (Wave 2, N=604), December 2013 (Wave 3, N=511) and December 
2014 (Wave 4, N=412). Whereas the Dutch national panel was approached 
online, in the local panels, Wave 1 and Wave 2 were executed face to face, 
in the respondents’ homes. The interviews lasted an average of 30 minutes. 
The third waves of fieldwork, depending on the specific situation and due to 
practical concerns of panel management, were mostly done by telephone; 
or, in the case of Encinitas, were collected via email follow up based on a 
selection of questions from the interview topics. The written survey was 
filled in with the interviewer present and the audio recording running, 
after the interview topic list was exhausted. This enhanced response rates, 



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

54

Chapter 3

enabled the interviewer to answer questions and provide valuable data, as 
the survey often functioned as yet another prompt for respondents to reflect 
on cell site deployment. When the interview was done by phone, the survey 
was reduced to the statement questions (questions 1-14), the willingness 
to object measure (question 20) and the health risk perception question 
(question 21) in order to reduce time pressure on the respondents.

Panel studies: Selecting situations
The key criteria for my selection of a situation for a panel study was 
the planned construction of a cell site and the opportunity to follow the 
decision-making process and ongoing political interactions. Variation in 
this selection of situations is theoretical, as outlined above. Concretely, 
this means that I sought variation in the local policy discourse on cell site 
deployment. I particularly aimed to find sufficient variation in the level of 
citizen engagement in the decision making process. Next to this variation 
in the decision-making processes, I also aimed to secure geographical 
balance in the Netherlands and a balance in local histories of protest 
against cell sites.

This approach succeeds in finding variation in the level of citizen 
engagement, but there is limited variation in local cell site policies in the 
Netherlands. My research reveals that in the Dutch cities of Amersfoort 
and Duiven, there are relatively little political interactions and minimal 
notification for citizens about the decision-making processes. In Utrecht 
and Eindhoven, I followed two tenant voting procedures that actively invited 
residents to cast their votes on a cell site construction on top of their own 
buildings. In Egmond Binnen, I found long-term citizen participation in the 
decision-making process after protest emerged, which is unusual in the 
Netherlands. I include Amstelveen to observe citizens’ experiences after cell 
site construction. 

To enhance the variation in my situational observations, I decided to 
include two decision-making processes in Southern California. In the two 
processes that I followed, in Glendale (Los Angeles County) and Encinitas 
(San Diego County), citizens were invited to participate in the decision-
making process very early on through the city’s active community outreach. 
In contrast to the Netherlands, these cities’ early and pro-active outreach to 
citizens in cell site deployment is a common occurrence that is embedded 
in regular local zoning policies. These two situations thus provide me with 
‘most-dissimilar’ decision-making processes to observe. 

California is also suited for its inclusion in my study because of its risk 
politics on EMF and health. Early on, the state of California became rather 
pro-active on the EMF issue. From 1993 until late 2001 the state of California 
ran a specific EMF and Health program (http://www.ehib.org/ehib/www.
ehib.org/emf/index.html). The program’s aim was, amongst other things, to 
investigate policy options, and its final report calls explicitly for public and 
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stakeholder agreement. This call does not appear to have led to concrete 
action; the lack thereof might be closely linked to the observation that many 
citizen participation processes in the USA have become ‘privatized’, which 
limits the ‘development of social capital and civic skills while augmenting 
the voice of private interests’ (Walker, 2009, p. 83). Today, the California 
Department of Public Health (CDPH) no longer has any EMF experts on staff 
(personal communication with CDPH official). This is perhaps illustrative 
of the current situation of the EMF policy-debate in California from which 
the state itself seems to have largely withdrawn itself. The California Public 
Utilities Commission (CPUC) has affirmed that local governments (e.g., 
towns, cities, counties) are in the best position to regulate cell towers and 
related wireless facilities. As such, each town, city or county in California 
typically has its own set of policies governing where wireless facilities 
may or may not be placed, although there is considerable overlap due 
to policy-learning, case-law and supra-local (state, federal) regulations. 
This complicates cell site deployment significantly for the industry, which 
generally works at a larger scale; nevertheless, California is an important 
market for the telecommunications industry. Southern California is, for 
example, a key location where technological innovations in the area of 
wireless telecommunication are tested. This ongoing political situation thus 
makes California an empirically intriguing and theoretically relevant place to 
examine citizens’ experience of cell site deployment. 

Panel studies: Sampling respondents
The selection of respondents for the local panels is based on the potential 
for their households to be confronted with the cell site deployment 
process.  See Table 3 above for an overview of the panels. I aim to 
reach citizens before they can be aware of the decision making process, 
thus aiming to avoid selecting on the ‘dependent variable’ (McAdam & 
Boudet, 2012). Other considerations, such as variation in actual EMF 
exposure are impossible because of particular problems of RF EMF 
exposure measurement (Bolte et al., 2011) and the general intangibility of 
these fields. This approach is challenging because of the unpredictable 
dynamics of cell site deployment, and demand intimate co-operation of 
(local) authorities and industry. Consequently, the approach is not feasible 
in all situations, thus hindering a clear ‘before-and-after’ design (Shirani & 
Henwood, 2011, p. 18). Concretely, I select respondents in two ways: The 
first criterion was the proximity of their house to the proposed location 
of the cell site because I expect citizens to interact more readily with their 
intimate living environment. Moreover, it has been found that perceived 
proximity correlates with a negative experience of a cell site (Baliatsas 
et al., 2011) (Amersfoort, Duiven, Egmond, Amstelveen). Second, where 
possible I selected households that are actively addressed in the decision-
making process in question (Utrecht, Eindhoven, Encinitas, Glendale). I 
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shifted pragmatically to snowball sampling where needed, for example to 
recruit more active citizens in the panels. 

Recruitment of respondents for the local panels was labor intensive and 
carefully done in order to build relationships that would last throughout the 
waves of data collection. I first sent a letter, and about a week later, my 
assistant Rik Wester and I went door to door in the different neighborhoods. 
To improve responses, we knocked on doors at different hours and different 
days of the week, returning to each selected household at least twice. 
The invitation letter, a door-to-door script, and a study information sheet 
drafted to enable informed consent are available upon request. When a 
respondent was interviewed, written permission for the next wave was 
requested and contact details were gathered. No new respondents were 
approached for the next waves, and the first wave was taken as a sample for 
each consecutive wave. This proved a successful approach. Response rates 
were high between waves (Wave 2, mean: 0.76, Wave 3, mean: 0.63), while 
much lower at Wave 1 (mean: 0.18). Non-response reactions were noted, 
and appeared related to the local level of citizen participation. The more 
salient the cell site deployment, the more residents showed a willingness 
to engage with the researcher. Issues of language (Glendale: Armenian, 
Spanish), socio-economics (Amersfoort, Glendale: immigrant population) 
and gender (two male fieldworkers), do bias the data collection, despite our 
efforts to reach saturation on framings of, and political positions to, the cell 
site deployment. 

The Dutch national panel is constructed from TNS-NIPO’s standing panel 
of about 200,000 respondents (TNS, 2016). Our panel is representative of 
the general Dutch population on sex, age, education, region, family-size and 
voting behavior, and the same respondents are addressed each subsequent 
wave. Each time, the previous respondents are taken as a sample for the next 
wave. I collected four observations of a total of 412 respondents, although 
a weight measure offers a way to include each respondent. Respondents 
were incentivized to complete the surveys via so-called ‘Ni-Points’, which 
can be transferred into money, or used in other ways, for example, given to a 
charity of their choice. This delivered very high response rates (mean across 
four waves: 0.86), but this also showed a bias in that these respondents have 
become somewhat professionals in filling out such surveys. TNS-NIPO, 
however, has several (automated) quality control mechanisms in place.

Analysis
The data management and qualitative analyses were done with the use of 
Atlas.ti qualitative data analysis software, and for the quantitative analyses, 
SPSS was used. My concrete analytic approach differs per chapter. In 
Chapter 4, I focus on the similarities in EMF health risk governance and cell 
site deployment between the Netherlands and Southern California, as I 
describe the ‘relations of risk’ and citizenship that are discursively produced 
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in governance practices (Boholm & Corvellec, 2011). In Chapter 5, I analyze 
the results of the Dutch national level panel with a repeated exploratory 
factor analysis. This is followed by a confirmatory factor analysis in order 
to infer framings from the statements and their stability between October 
2012 and December 2014 (Costello & Osborne, 2005). Descriptive analytics 
prove sufficient to show general (mean) trends over time on other measures 
(cf Halaby, 2004). In Chapter 6, I detail self-diagnostic practices as illness 
careers in relation to policy practices on EMF and health in the Netherlands. 
In Chapter 7, I chart the interactions between local authorities, industry 
professionals and active citizens when protest has occurred. I analyze 
the local shifts in social problem construction, with a particular focus on 
changes in feeling and framing rules and local policy outcomes. 

The triangulation of data sources is most pronounced in the analyses of 
the panel studies (Chapters 8 and 9), especially with regard to the analysis of 
citizens’ experiences over time. I would like to briefly expand on that analysis 
here. First, I explore each panel at an aggregate level. I compare the framings 
and risk perception scores from the Dutch national level panel with the same 
survey data from the local panels and contextualize the two panels in California 
with other, state-wide, quantitative data. These comparisons, grounded with 
data from informants, policy documents, panel respondents’ interviews and 
my own observations, are then combined to detail the political and historical 
situational dynamics for each panel. I make these dynamics comprehensible 
by creating detailed timelines for each decision-making process. 

After the exploration of the context, I turn to the individual level. To 
analyze the interviews, I first developed a ‘cross-sectional coding scheme’ 
that is modeled on grounded-theory; from initial inductive coding to a 
focused coding scheme (Charmaz, 2006, pp. 42-71). I focus here on denoting 
different framings and feelings, as expressed by the respondents, about 
cell site deployment, but also on the everyday experience of cell phone 
technology, the living environment and local politics. The detailed logbooks 
I kept throughout the fieldwork aid in the interpretation. Each interview is, 
per respondent over time, coded with this coding scheme. These coded 
fragments (quotations), especially the framings I identified, are compared 
with individual survey results to obtain dynamics over time. Respondent 
3001 can serve as a brief example here. 

Table 4 summarizes the results of Respondent 3001’s repeated 
interviews and surveys in Utrecht. This respondent was confronted with 
a tenant voting procedure to allow for a cell site on her building’s rooftop. 
The top part of the table shows the amount of codes I used per interview 
transcript. This gives an indication as to where her focus lies with regard 
to cell site deployment. She appears to embrace its functionality, together 
with the importance of due process in its deployment. Health, in contrast, 
does not seem very important; like the control problem, it does appear in 
Waves 2 and 3 where it was not present before. 
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Table 4. Summary analysis Respondent 3001*

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Total 
Codes

Interview: Coded fragments per transcript

Code: frame: design (aesthetics) 0 0 0 0

Code: frame: happy tech 2 5 1 8

Code: frame: health issue 0 2 1 3

Code: frame: democratic control 0 4 2 6

Code: frame: property value 2 1 0 3

Code/Interview Total: 4 12 4 20

Survey: Variable scores

Framing: Happy Technology 35 29 29

Framing: Health 22 18 21

Framing: Local Trouble 16 4 10

Risk Perception 5 3 3

Objecting 4 2 2  

* Respondent 3001, Woman, 1927, Utrecht

The survey results, on the bottom-part of the table, show that her scores 
on the framing variables (see Chapter 5) are in line with the Dutch national 
level panel. Only the Local Trouble framing is very diffuse. Her high-risk 
perception and objecting scores in Wave 1 are very interesting, and these 
decrease over time. These seem to be in contrast to her qualitative data. Here, 
we can identify the value of an interpretive approach to the data. Respondent 
3001 is an 86 year old woman who has been living in this building for a long 
time. During her interviews, the most salient issue seems to be the money 
that an antenna on the roof would bring to the homeowners’ association. 
The possible health effects become more important to her during our 
interview in Wave 2, which was conducted right after the results of the 
voting procedure were shared with the residents. This information does not 
result in a higher risk perception score or remain relevant in Wave 3. Instead, 
she is not really worried about a health risk, which she relates to her old 
age. Additionally, she used to work at a university and shows high trust in 
medical scientists. In short, she never had real concerns about the health 
risks, and the pending cell site construction does not change this. This is the 
approach I use to continuously compare different data sources to arrive at a 
coherent narrative about a respondent’s experience of cell site deployment 
over time. This narrative is summarized, per respondent, and standardized 
with a theoretically constructed ‘longitudinal coding scheme’. This second 
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coding scheme focuses on the observed changes in feelings, framings 
and political practices (protest activities, searching for information, talking 
with neighbors, etc.). Both coding schemes are developed and validated in 
joint coding sessions with the research team (inter-coder reliability: 0.77 
agreement). The final coding schemes can be found in Appendix B. 

Research as risk politics

To research risk politics has, in this case, meant to be involved in risk 
politics as well. In general, any scientific endeavor shapes its object matter 
(Latour, 1991-1993; Latour & Woolgar, 1979). Social science research 
can, in particular, be a part of its subject matter because the language 
of social science has the tendency to infuse social life, and consequently 
interpretations, with social science itself (Giddens, 1984, p. 284; Kim, 2004). 
Here I mean something even more direct: existing risk politics of cell site 
deployment and EMF and health partly shape my research practice. The 
language that I used in my interviews and the overall research design of my 
final project were impacted by concerns raised by industry professionals 
and policy makers that my conversations, questions and observations 
would raise concerns amongst citizens about ongoing cell site deployment 
practices. In spite of these concerns, I did not find evidence that my 
research had such a politicizing effect. 

This research itself is, organizationally, part of the Dutch governance of 
cell site deployment from the research’s conception. It was initially designed in 
reaction to the government’s call for research into electromagnetic fields and 
health, which explicitly intended to strengthen the knowledge infrastructure 
of Dutch EMF and health research. Our funding indirectly derives from the 
Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs. As part of the general research practice 
of our funding agency, ZonMW, results of this research are to be sent, before 
publication, to the funding agency, the ‘Knowledgeplatform’ on EMF and 
health, and, as a result of our negotiations, to the only telecom provider who 
agreed to co-operate with us. These institutions do not influence the results 
of this research nor how or where these are published, but this enables them 
to prepare public statements in advance of the publication of research and 
thus govern its impact to some extent. 

It follows that it is not surprising that informants and respondents 
viewed this research as being part and parcel of cell deployment’s risk 
politics. Local authorities and industry professionals proved especially 
attuned to the potential political effect, i.e. citizen protest, of my research 
practices. They, for example, raised the possibility of an observation 
effect (or ‘Hawthorne-effect’, see: Jones, 1992): the act of measurement 
can influence the data being collected. In my case, my observations and 
interview questions on citizens’ concerns were thought to lead to local 



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

60

Chapter 3

protest against the specific cell site deployment I was researching. Both in 
the Netherlands and Southern California, local authorities were co-operative 
as long as information was on public record and were not very fearful of 
controversy. In situations with a history of citizen protest against cell site 
deployment (e.g. Amersfoort), I encountered knowledgeable officials who 
exerted more caution both in the information they supplied to me and in their 
efforts to communicate with citizens. This caution was most explicit in my 
interactions with industry professionals. Due to the highly competitive nature 
of the telecommunications market, and a sense of being over-researched, 
access to specific information and personnel proved time consuming. It took 
much effort to convince companies to make time available. The fear that 
my research practice would trigger protest, and thus extend the ‘time-to-
market’ of a specific cell site, was cited with reference to the dynamic and 
precarious make-up of site acquisition practices. Some locations were ten 
years in the making. My repeated assurance that controversy is not the topic 
of inquiry ensured direct co-operation of one (of four) telecom provider in the 
Netherlands and none, formally, in California. The first official meeting with 
telecom providers took place in January 2011 (MoNet), and co-operation was 
officially established in June 2012. In a later, less critical, stage of the research 
I did find co-operation with the other providers in the Netherlands. Because 
of time constraints, contact with industry professionals in Southern California 
occurred on a case-to-case basis, by recruiting specific professionals when 
their actions were relevant in the cell site deployment in question. 

Taking a political stance
It needs to be acknowledged that the concept of risk can indeed be readily 
introduced to a research population via framings at diverse stages of research 
(Henwood et al., 2008). Faced with this cautionary view on my research 
practice, I could have embraced the idea that social science research is not 
only about knowledge-gathering, but also about knowledge-distribution, 
as action research or community-based research proposes (Israel et al., 
1998; Whyte, 1989). Indeed, our presence in particular situations seemed 
to offer hope to protesting citizens. Electro-sensitivity sufferers have tried 
to involve us in their own research proposals and viewed our research 
interest as supporting their cause. By the questions I ask, or sometimes 
simply by being open to listening to alternative framings and feelings of 
cell site deployment, active citizens have perhaps noticed the political 
opportunities that my research could bring to their cause.

Instead, I opted to stay in line with existing risk politics. To deal with 
the practical consequences of my informants’ concerns and to retain their 
co-operation, I made changes in the initial research design. This design 
included the ambition to be present in all local situations where we would 
do panel studies before citizens were aware of a cell site being deployed in 
their neighborhood and a natural experiment in which citizens were given 
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full control in a cell site deployment process. Both plans were abandoned 
during the further design of the research. In light of my research question, 
which focuses on the effects of risk politics on citizens’ experience, I took the 
potential influence of my research on citizens’ experience seriously while 
further designing the research. In line with my informants, I came to suspect 
that this research indeed could ‘trigger’ citizens into political mobilization. 
The possibility remained that my data collection could provide salience to a 
perhaps non-salient issue, as I open up a discursive space for respondents 
to reflect on cell site deployment in their neighborhood. Implicitly, I therefore 
also conceptualized respondents as ‘combustible citizens’, ready to protest 
when ‘triggered’ by our interviews, survey or observations. Consequently, 
I have been cautious not to overtly frame cell site deployment as a health 
risk when collecting my data. Following the solutions offered by Henwood 
et al. (2008, p. 435), I remain aware of the different framings possible and 
the fact that respondents ‘routinely live their lives with no reference to risk 
at all’ (idem). I also chose to control my ‘intervention’ as much as possible. 
I meticulously constructed the letter to invite households to participate in 
the panels, I wrote a very detailed door-to-door script to recruit citizens and 
created a more structured interview topic list than originally envisioned. Its 
aim was to open-up a respondent’s discursive space to negotiate different 
and perhaps contested framings of the technology. Similarly, the survey was 
intended to be broad enough not to steer respondents in a particular direction.  

 Trust was also essential. When respondents asked questions about 
the risks of cell site deployment, I decided not to not explicitly take a stance 
and to reference governmental sources of information, because I felt I should 
not be – as sociologist – in the position to judge biomedical research. This 
was, justifiably, interpreted by active citizens as taking a political stance. In 
general, I opted to reproduce the national level policy discourse on cell site 
deployment when I was asked questions. I sometimes voiced my doubts 
about specific practices on cell site deployment in order to maintain the 
rapport I had built with informants and respondents alike. To establish such 
a relation was labor intensive, as mentioned above, but proved successful 
in general. My approach often allowed me to enter people’s homes, do the 
research and return at later dates. In extreme cases, my approach failed: 
Residents would call the police to report a stranger (me) roaming the streets 
on a cold and windy afternoon (Duiven, NL), or warn me to leave their 
sub-urban property, believing I was another unwanted solicitor or send dogs 
to chase me away (Encinitas, CA). In these ways, doing research on risk can 
involve some voluntary risk taking (Lyng, 1990), despite the relatively calm 
object of research in this case. This gave me valuable information about 
the neighborhoods in question. Duiven had an increase in burglaries in the 
months before the research, mainly attributed by respondents to the village 
being both close to the highway and the German border. Encinitas has an 
ordinance in place against solicitation – of which I was unware at that point 
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– and respondents in this particular neighborhood report a fear of opening 
the door for strangers or for those who unexpectedly knock on the door.

The elusive combustible citizen
During our first fieldwork, we quickly realized how little political effect our 
research practices in fact had. The ‘combustible citizen’ appears to exist 
mainly in the concerns of my informants and my initially very cautious 
research practices. Drawing on the repeated interviews and observations 
in the panel studies, I can briefly investigate the effect of my research 
practice. In general, this shows that citizens are much less explosive than a 
‘combustible citizen’ assumption maintains. None of the respondents from 
any of the panels took political action on the topic as a consequence of my 
research. I did observe some ‘triggers’ and distinguish two levels: framing 
and the increase of issue-salience. Triggers on the level of framing consist 
of the use of a new framing of cell site deployment that respondents did 
not use before being confronted with it either in the interview or survey 
questions. Respondent 1201 provides a good example: 

R: Yes… I don’t know… that question about health… I don’t have a 
clue, so yeah… How worried am I? I don’t, eh… I am, and am not, 
worried, because I don’t know what it is… This the first time I am 
thinking about it… Are there any health risks?
I: Yeah, yeah… You’ve never heard anything about that before?
R: No… [Example 3: Respondent 1201,1, Woman, 1966, Amersfoort].

This example is taken from the end of the first interview with Respondent 
1201, while she is filling in the survey. Prior to this quote, she did not frame 
cell site deployment on its potential health effect. Here she seems to, on 
the spot and hesitantly, try and formulate a position on this, with explicit 
reference to our risk perception question. The prompt from the survey 
does not seem to have a long-term effect. In the third and last survey, 
which she filled in a year and a half later, her risk perception score is still 
very low (1). 

My data collection can also increase the general salience of cell site 
deployment, another level of being triggered. Doing an interview on a 
topic provides it with salience in that particular situation for that particular 
respondent. This has the potential to motivate respondents into action. 
Respondents, for instance, mention that they will search for information on 
cell towers, EMF and health, mostly at the end of the interview: 

I: Would you, eh, perhaps like to ask me something?
R: Eh, no, not really… But, my interest is, all of a sudden, very 
much… stirred because this cell site is coming here… I think… ah. 
You see, I am missing things, so I will look into it, ask around in 
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the neighborhood, like; did you hear anything? I am more curious 
now… [Example 4: 2107,2, Woman, 1953, Duiven].

Does the interview situation enhance the salience of the issue over time 
and outside of the interview situation? Or, is the ‘all of a sudden, very much 
stirred’ interest of Respondent 2107 better interpreted as the respondent’s 
attempt to be a proper respondent? The development of respondents’ 
answers over time helps clarify this. Respondent 2107 is very explicit in 
her next interview:

I: Yes, yes… Eh, I am curious if something has been going on in 
Duiven since [last visit]?
R: Well, I will answer that very honestly: I wouldn’t know… And 
why not? Because I simply did not keep track of it [cell site], I did 
not look into it anymore [laugh] [Example 5: 2107,3, Woman, 1953, 
Duiven].

She appears aware of her role as interviewee (‘very honestly’ and her 
brief laugh at the end), and the contrast with her language in the previous 
quote (Example 4) is striking. Few participants actively search for information 
on cell site deployment as a consequence of my research into their everyday 
life. Respondents argue that when little governmental communication 
or construction activities are taken on the cell site in question, cell site 
deployment is probably not important enough for them to invest their 
time and energy in. This is an indication that research practices that take 
a different political stance and actively engage citizens could indeed lead 
respondents to engage with cell site deployment as social problem. As of 
yet, the ‘combustible citizen’ was nowhere to be found.

Conclusion: The feedback of risk research

My research into risk politics and citizens’ experiences originates from the 
risk politics it examines. In order to understand the intertwined dynamics 
of risk politics and citizens’ experiences of technological development, my 
research practice itself should therefore be viewed as, potentially, a part 
of these dynamics. The multi-level, mixed-method longitudinal empirical 
study that is at the core of this research aims to contribute to longitudinal 
research on experiences of risk (Conner & Siegrist, 2015) and to social 
movement research. This is achieved by following situations in which 
protest can, potentially, arise (McAdam & Boudet, 2012), allowing for the 
introspection required to account for the political effect of my research 
practices. This introspection suggests that my interpretive approach and 
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my focus on citizens’ contributions to the social construction of cell site 
deployment constructed my respondents and the problem at hand in a 
particular way.  

Instead of embracing the activating potential of social science research, 
which action-research advocates, I chose to draw within the lines as 
sketched by the existing risk politics of cell site deployment. This political 
stance was based on the way my research is organizationally embedded 
alongside practical and theoretical concerns. In reaction to a cautionary 
view on my research practices by my informants, I aimed to minimize the 
political effects of my research in order to efficiently observe the impact of 
the (localized) policy discourse. This choice, nonetheless, grafted potential 
respondents into ‘combustible citizens’, ready to mobilize if only triggered 
by us. This framing of citizens and a sensitivity to their readiness for protest 
was not only mine. In fact, it is part and parcel of a depoliticizing policy 
discourse. My research team and I realized this as soon as we began our 
fieldwork. We found that despite our repeated interviews and observations 
in respondents’ homes, my research itself was not an important aspect 
of respondents’ everyday lives. In addition to the observation that 
respondents do not live their lives with much reference to risk (Henwood et 
al., 2008, p. 436), risk research also does not necessarily interfere much with 
respondents’ everyday lives. Research practices were most relevant to the 
research team, to our experience of the everyday when fruitlessly knocking 
on doors or being invited into someone’s home from the cold. 

The ‘combustible citizen’ assumption implies that cell site deployment 
is easily made into a politically relevant concern, but this is not the case. In 
fact, the reverse statement, that only few citizens appear to care much about 
cell site deployment, is probably closer to the truth. Citizens emerge from 
my research as being much more reflexive than the ‘combustible citizen’ 
assumption implies. However, the point is that such statements cannot be 
universal. Something is made-to-be political, in a particular situation, in 
a particular way; and, that did happen to my research. Besides triggering 
respondents on framing or issue-salience, it also offered hope to some 
active citizens. In these moments, it was a struggle not to be drawn in 
and take a different stance. This serves to remind us to be reflexive when 
doing social science research on an issue such as cell site deployment, 
where policies are said to be ambiguous, where scientific results are often 
interpreted as uncertain, and controversies have now been developing for 
decades. In such cases, research can be yet another actor that contributes to 
the construction of a social problem in a particular way, providing feedback 
to policy discourse and technological development.
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Part 2

Risk politics  
and citizenship



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

66



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

Biomedical risks and citizenship: depoliticizing cell site deployment in the Netherlands and Southern California

Chapter 4  

Biomedical risks and citizenship: 
depoliticizing cell site deployment 
in the Netherlands and Southern 
California4

4 This chapter has been published as: Graaff, M.B. de, Bröer, C. & Wester, R.A. (2015). Biomed-
ical risks and citizenship: depoliticizing cell site deployment in the Netherlands and Southern 
California, Journal of Risk Research, DOI: 10.1080/13669877.2015.1071864.

67



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

68

Chapter 4

Introduction

About three decades ago, the first mass-market cellular network for cell 
phones was established (Burgess 2004, p. 37). Today, this technology has 
become a ubiquitous necessity for many, with considerable consequences 
for the coordination of micro-coordination of everyday life and a significant 
localized and material footprint (Wajcman, 2008). This footprint consists 
of a cellular network technology that uses about 1.4 million cell sites, or 
mobile phone base stations, around the globe (Huss 2011, p. 2). In the 
Netherlands alone, 40,493  different antenna installations are in use on 
rooftops or stand-alone cell towers, and more are expected to be built 
following network innovation and market demands (Antenneregister, 2016). 
Despite their success, cell sites continue to be a source of controversy. 
This controversy centers on the possible health effects associated with 
exposure to the radio-frequent electromagnetic fields (RF EMF) that cell 
phone antennas emit. Repeatedly, about 20% of respondents in European 
survey research express worries about the health risks of cell sites (cf. Poll, 
Breugelmans, & Devilee, 2011; TNS, 2010). 

In this chapter, we aim to understand the continued controversy 
surrounding the possible health effects of RF EMF in the context of the 
successful deployment of network technology. The argument we develop 
is that the continued controversy is an effect of practices that are trying to 
govern cell site risks and is less related to inherent uncertainties or qualities 
of the technology. Governance practices simultaneously shape both a 
technology and the political rights of its user.  

We ask how the deployment of the cell sites is politically regulated, how 
health risks are implied and how different forms of citizenship emerge in 
the process. For example: are users passive recipients of the technology, 
or are they entitled to participate in the construction of the technology 
to some degree? Empirically, we examine cell site deployment in the 
Netherlands and Southern California, USA from the early 1990s onwards. 
Below, we first clarify our theoretical perspective, relying on theories of 
medicalization, governmentality and a relational sociological perspective of 
risk and citizenship. Second, we discuss the four main cell site deployment 
governance practices. Together, these practices show how the deployment 
of network technology is primarily turned into a medical issue. This 
unintentionally mobilizes citizens and local authorities. Government and 
industry, in turn, reflexively anticipate and manage this mobilization. This 
process is marked by attempts at depoliticizing cell site deployment. 
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Medicalization and bio-citizenship

We approach the question of health risk from the perspective of the 
construction of social problems  (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988), particularly 
attending to medicalization. Medicalization denotes the process of defining 
issues in medical terms or using medical interventions to solve them 
(Conrad, 2005, p. 3). While a constructionist perspective can be applied to 
various issues, it is particularly compelling where controversy rules, like in 
the case of RF EMF (cf. Wiedemann et al., 2013). 

Scholars and citizens argue that it is unclear if the RF EMF that antennas 
emit are hazardous to human health, except for an established thermal effect 
which is used, for example, by microwave ovens (Röösli et al., 2007; Rubin 
et al., 2010). This debate can be traced back to the early 1970s, for example 
with the establishment of the International Commission on Non-Ionizing 
Radiation Protection. More recently, this uncertainty has been expressed in 
the World Health Organization’s (WHO) 2011 classification of cell phones as 
potentially carcinogenic (Baan et al., 2011), as well as in the methodologies 
of biomedical research on this issue (Bolte et al., 2011). The public debate 
on cell site deployment has developed into an epistemic struggle on the 
possible carcinogenic health effects of RF EMF emissions. The governance 
of cell phone technology in many countries includes the question of whether 
RF EMF are to be considered safe or harmful until proven otherwise. Cell site 
deployment has been medicalized. This means that biomedical knowledge 
has become necessary for assessing risks and judging their legitimacy. 

Since medicalization happens in various fields, citizens become more 
sensitive to biomedicine and their bodies. Increasingly, citizens’ identities 
are based on biological markers, such as genetics or diagnoses (Jutel, 2009), 
and activism emerges around physical health and enhancement (Brown & 
Zavestoski, 2004). This is called biological citizenship, or bio-citizenship 
(Rose, O’Malley, & Valverde 2006; Rose, 2007). The activating power of 
biological citizenship – giving citizens the means and reasons to engage 
critically with cell phone technology – contrasts with the position of citizens 
as passive consumers of the technology (Drake, 2011). In this paper, we 
extend theorizing on medicalization and bio-citizenship by showing how 
mobilization and bio-citizenship are actively governed. 

We hold that both cell site risk issues and citizenship on this issue are 
co-produced in governance practices (Jasanoff, 2005; cf. Rosa, 2003; Stilgoe, 
2007; Zinn, 2004), particularly around medicalization. Governance activities 
are both descriptive and prescriptive (cf. De Vries, Verhoeven & Boeckhout, 
2011; Van Asselt & Renn, 2011). ‘The products of the sciences, both cognitive 
and material, embody beliefs not only about how the world is, but also how 
it ought to be’  (Jasanoff, 2005, p. 19). This focus implies that the position 
of citizens is ‘dynamically constituted’ around issues of concern and not 
pre-given (Jasanoff, 2014, p. 23). Governance practices can open up or close 
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down (‘depublicize’) an issue for citizen participation depending on how the 
issue at hand is produced (Marres, 2007, p. 772). To close down an issue for 
citizen participation is what we call ‘depoliticization’. 

At the same time, technological development cannot be explained by 
qualities of the technology alone (Sismondo, 2008, p. 17). Rather, such 
development is ‘the result of “heterogeneous engineering”; engineering 
“social” as well as “technical” phenomena’ (Wajcman, 2002, p. 352). For 
example, the location, height and working of specific cell sites depend on 
how these considerations are impacted by policies and anticipated citizen 
mobilization. 

Case studies and analysis

We analyze data on cell site deployment governance practices obtained 
via observations, semi-structured interviews and document analysis 
collected in the context of the ongoing research program Politics and Risk 
Communication at the University of Amsterdam, in the Netherlands. See 
Table 5 for an overview. Fieldwork in the Netherlands started in 2010, while 
the focus of our research turned to Southern California, in particular Los 
Angeles County, Orange County and San Diego County in 2013 and 2014. 
Because of our focus on siting controversies and citizenship, we have 
selected cases based on differences in citizen participation and community 
outreach in cell site deployment decision making. Such participation is the 
norm in Southern California but is mainly ad hoc in the Netherlands. In 
this paper, we focus mainly on similarities between both cases in terms 
of governance practices from the early 1990s onwards. Around this time, 
significant citizen mobilization against cell site deployment began, and 
government and industry reacted. 

We focus on the deployment of cell sites and want to understand why 
this has become the main issue of contention instead of, for example, the 
cell phones themselves, wireless local networks or magnetic resonance 
imaging techniques. Furthermore, although media today play an important 
part in political culture on environmental health issues (Hajer, 2009), here, 
we do not primarily focus on media outlets, as this has been done elsewhere 
(Claassen et al., 2012).

Our analytic focus lies with issue-specific governance practices because 
of the disciplining role that such practices have in the production of political 
culture (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009; 2012). For each governance practice, we 
inductively identify how deployment is or is not medicalized and which risks 
and forms of citizenship it produces (Yanow, 2000). To structure the analysis, 
we use the concept of ‘risk-construct’ (Boholm & Corvellec, 2011). This 
means that in and through governance practices, a risk construct or ‘relation 
of risk’ is produced. Such a risk construct first contains a ‘risk-object’, which 
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is the object categorized as being dangerous. Second, it contains an ‘object-
at-risk’, which is that object ‘endowed with a value that is considered at 
stake’ (Boholm & Corvellec, 2011, p. 180), and third is the causal relationship 
between the two. Similarly, we conceptualize citizenship relationally, i.e. we 
focus on the diverse relations between citizens and the state the governance 
practices produce. See Table 6 for an overview.

Table 5. Governance data overview

Data sources Netherlands
(2010-2014)

California, US
(2013-2014)

Total

Interviews policymakers 19 5 24

Interviews industry professionals 7 6 13

Interviews active citizens 9 8 17

Observations public events 16 4 20

Documents 343 152 495

Cases of citizen protest 16 3 19

Table 6. Cell site governance in the Netherlands and California, US

Governance 
practice

Medicalization Risk-object Object-at-risk Citizen- 
concept

Rollout Health risks 
ignored

Political  
interactions

Technology Consumer- 
citizen

Prevention Health risks  
institutionalized 
and prolonged

RF EMF
(thermal effect)

Population Threatened 
citizen

Design Health risks 
avoided

Cell site design Environment Active citizen

Care 
(NL only)

Health risks 
contained

RF EMF 
(attribution, 
nocebo)

Individuals Victim-as-citizen



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

72

Chapter 4

Rollout 

Installation needs to happen. Not everybody can see this. A dialogue 
with citizens, which often occurs, scarcely ensures that everybody is 
satisfied. The best option, the most efficient location, is often already 
chosen by us in the first place [Example 6: Industry representative 
speaking in public, NL, Nov. 2012, paraphrased from field notes].

The first type of cell site governance practice we identify is the ‘rollout’: the 
deployment of the network. At the center of this practice is a technological 
imperative: ‘Installation needs to happen’, as the industry representative 
mentions in the quote above. The telecommunications industry 
continuously defines ‘the wireless future [as] inevitable’ (City attorney, 
CA, 2014-01-17). Agency is granted to the network technology itself, as its 
deployment is defined as an autonomous process. The rollout is at the 
core of cell site governance in the Netherlands and in Southern California. 
Dutch policy explicitly aims to: 

…stimulate and facilitate sufficient room for antenna base stations 
within clear frameworks of public health, safety and environment 
[Example 7: Antennebureau 2010, p. 11, author’s translation].

This policy was created in 2002 in response to localized conflicts on 
cell sites, which had been ongoing since they first erupted in 1993. 
Municipalities aligned with citizens’ complaints and protest, and this posed 
a serious challenge to the deployment of the network and to the upcoming 
governmental-run auction of frequencies for the next generation of network 
technology. Although public health and safety are explicitly referred to, the 
new policy constructed in cooperation with the industry explicitly tried to 
secure the deployment of the network by ‘prevent[ing] societal unrest’ (EZ, 
2010, p. 2). This was achieved by curtailing municipal rights for land use 
planning, freeing small cell sites (lower than five meter) from local permit 
requirements and subjecting higher ones to a more expedient procedure. 
Carriers, or permit applicants, need to prove their need to fill a gap in 
coverage. Health concerns have been ruled out as a basis for objecting to 
construction as long as antennas are built within the established RF EMF 
exposure limits. Community outreach is not actively pursued for fear of 
causing citizens unnecessary stress, and citizen participation on cell site 
deployment is generally ad hoc and after the fact. This policy is somewhat 
contradictory, as it changed democratic relations by introducing new ways 
that citizens could object to a cell site: tenants of apartment buildings 
have to consent to new cell sites on their roofs when the owners of their 
buildings decide to accept a lease bid from a carrier. 
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In California, a similar policy is maintained. In 2010, the importance of 
network deployment was underscored by the Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC):

The United States should lead the world in mobile innovation, with 
the fastest and most extensive wireless networks of any nation 
[Example 8: FCC, 2010, XIV]. 

The deployment of cell sites in Southern California is principally governed 
by land use decisions of local jurisdictions. This autonomy has been 
codified on the federal level in the ‘Telecom Act’ of 1996. Here, US Congress 
explicitly tried to balance the rapid deployment of the wireless network 
while maintaining local control of land use. This fragile balance has been 
fine-tuned via litigation and case law in the years since. Citizens’ protests 
and responsive local moratoria on cell site deployment in the 2000s have 
stifled network deployment (e.g., City of Glendale, CA in 2008), but today, 
local discretion appears to be confronting increasing limitations (e.g., 
Middle Class Tax Relief Act, 2012, Section 6409a). 

These governance practices shape the network technology and its 
users. They successfully institutionalized the deployment of the network. 
Network coverage in both cases has reached near 100% today, although 
capacity problems relating to the growing use of wireless internet ensure 
the perpetual need for new antennas. In the Netherlands, this success has 
largely been achieved through the use of small cell sites on high buildings 
that do not require a building permit. The changes in Dutch political practices 
have thus materialized in the very shape of the equipment being used. 
In this case, medicalization occurs by underwriting health risks in the 
process of prioritizing the deployment of the network technology. The main 
object-at-risk produced here is the continually developing technology itself, 
which is threatened by politics. The risk-objects produced here are political 
interactions and their mobilizing effects and the discontinuation of that which 
is valued most: the coverage, capacity and quality of the cellular network. 
This valuation comes to the fore when the network fails. In early April 2012, 
a fire in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, disabled a hub-station, disrupting the 
connection of 700 cell sites to the wider network. This event received much 
media coverage and was brought to the attention of parliament (EZ, 2012). 
With citizens abandoning their landlines in favor of wireless connectivity, 
cell sites are defined as a utility without which modern life becomes 
unthinkable. Such valuation opens up a legitimate public—the consumer-
citizen—but closes off another one: the active, worried citizen. Legitimate 
active citizenship appears here only in ‘exit’-practices (Hirschman, 1970). 
The worried consumer-citizen can only stop making use of cell phone 
technology to have a say. This exit becomes increasingly more difficult due 
to the normalization of cell phone technology use in everyday life.  
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Prevention

[…] nobody wants to be burdened with the facilities. […] It’s fear 
of RF emissions. And, that’s really the bottom line! Nothing more! 
[Example 9: Industry attorney, CA, 2013-12-19].

The second type of cell site governance practice that we identify is 
prevention. Governance deals with the ‘fear of RF emissions’ – fear of 
its possible carcinogenic effects – by ascribing to the known thermal 
mechanism and constructing exposure limits aimed at safeguarding a 
generalized public health: 

When the [antenna] policy was determined, the Minister took advice 
from the Health Council. Based on current scientific understanding 
it is concluded that, from a public health viewpoint the deployment 
of cell sites is responsible as long as the exposure limits as 
recommended by the European Commission and used in the 
Netherlands are not being surpassed [Example 10: Antennebureau, 
2010, p. 21, author’s translation]. 

This quote from the Dutch Antennebureau illustrates how a passive 
public is kept safe by preventative exposure limits and is safe outside of 
these limits, as established by relevant expert committees. Such limits 
produce a passive and threatened citizen in need of expert knowledge 
on health and RF EMF to be disseminated in proper risk communication 
messages. In these messages, we come across scientific uncertainty, 
which mostly reverts to the future in terms of ‘digging deeper’: biomedical 
research, mainly epidemiology, should continue until certainty is reached. 
This practice both negates the possibility of health risks by denying the 
existence of other causal mechanisms than the thermal effect and prolongs 
this possibility by extending research on that very possibility.

Again, this practice plays out both in the Netherlands and in California. 
Although they do refer to research and expert committees, industry 
professionals counter scientific uncertainty by positively medicalizing the 
technology. They render the network technology as a definite life-saving 
force, amongst others, due to its exponentially growing use for emergency 
services and calls thereto, instead of a possible health risk: ‘Cellular makes 
communities safer’ (Carrier, CA, community meeting presentation). 

In the Netherlands, with the creation of the 2002 antenna policy, it was 
made clear that municipalities cannot refuse siting an individual cell site based 
on health concerns. Instead, the health debate was institutionalized on the 
national level. A research fund of 16.6 million euros was made available for 
research into health effects, and an elaborate risk-communication structure 
on both the local (Antennebureau) and national level (Kennisplatform 
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EMV&G) was erected to inform the general public and professionals about 
the lack of health effects. Unexpectedly, the first research found a significant 
effect of RF EMF exposure on self-reported wellbeing (Zwamborn et al., 
2003). This result sparked citizen mobilization and protest websites (such as 
www.stopumts.nl). To counter the unrest, a new study was executed, which 
was unable to replicate the effect (Regel et al., 2006). 

In California, the governance of the health effect is similarly tied to the 
supra-local level. The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) preempts 
local authorities to make any decisions based on the possible health effects 
of RF EMF emissions. Meanwhile, city staff and council are the first actors 
to which citizens, via an elaborate and multi-tiered community outreach and 
citizen participation programs, turn when confronted with a cell site in their 
living environment. When they do: 

The basic complaint we get [from citizens] isn’t the design. It’s 
always the health, and safety. And that’s… you know… the hardest 
thing…[Example 11: City planner, CA, 2014-01-23]. 
 

With public health and safety seen as the cornerstones of legitimate (local) 
government, cities in California struggle with the health issue. As a result, 
citizens’ health concerns are conceptualized as being irrational, both by 
planners and active citizens themselves. This lack of rationality does not 
necessarily refer to a lack of justification for concern, but rather to the fact 
that reference to these health effects is not strategic on the city level. 

Cities have developed some ways to control the health worries of 
citizens, albeit indirect and implicit via preferential zoning, the classification 
of cell sites and strict control over the design of cell sites (to be discussed 
below). However, RF emission can be a matter of debate via emission 
compliance reports. Carriers have to prove that they comply with the FCC 
exposure standards per site after construction. These are mostly symbolic 
politics: carriers have no intention of risking losing their licenses to use 
the spectrum, which would be the consequence of not adhering to FCC 
regulations. Furthermore, as in the Netherlands, the RF EMF emitted in 
practice is much less than the FCC regulations would permit. 

The legitimate citizen produced in these governance practices is 
(possibly) threatened but is also passive, as the individual is cared for by the 
state and industry. Here, medicalization happens by institutionalizing the 
health risk in a specific way: RF EMF exposure limits, continued biomedical 
research, and health risk communication institutionalize the health risks of 
cell site deployment and simultaneously maintain the health debate in days 
to come. The RF EMF emissions are the risk-object produced here, and the 
object-at-risk is a threatened, passive general population. 

In the Netherlands, citizenship produced in these prevention practices is 
most apparent in the reliance on representative democracy and centralized 
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decision-making practices through which municipalities’ discretion was 
limited. This passivity continues in localized controversies, which still tend 
to focus on procedural issues instead of content or moral issues. In only 
a few instances, before the institutionalization of the antenna policy, were 
active citizens in the Netherlands able to remove cell sites after construction. 
This also happened in other countries (see: Drake, 2006). Strategically 
extending the practice of prevention, citizens argued for the application of 
the ‘precautionary principle’ and defined cell sites as unsafe until proven 
otherwise, in other words as harmful until proven safe.

The multi-tiered citizen participation and community outreach 
programs in California allow, on paper, for the active and worried citizen. 
In practice, city staff and industry professionals use such procedures to 
detect controversy at an early stage and to avoid litigation in later stages of 
deployment. Meanwhile, they wonder how to deal with the idea that public 
hearings empower a minority who invariably oppose a project in some 
way. The ‘silent voice’ of the well-disposed majority should somehow be 
incorporated (Industry professional, CA, 2014-01-21). City officials appear to 
take it upon themselves to do just that. 

Design 

You see, we enjoy the same Southern California landscape you 
do. And we’re just as interested in keeping it scenic [Example 12: 
Carrier, CA, excerpt from community meeting presentation].

The third governance practice we identify is design. ‘Keeping it scenic’, as 
the carrier mentions above, is an important motivator for industry, citizens, 
and government alike. The main idea is that cell sites need to be hidden in 
plain sight. With the use of sophisticated design techniques, cell sites are 
camouflaged as fake trees or hidden in flagpoles and church bell towers. Both in 
the Netherlands and in California, the design of cell sites offers local authorities 
with the main political opportunity to govern their construction. Design also 
presents active citizens with legitimate concerns to contest individual cell sites. 
Concerns about potential losses in the economic value of property following 
the construction of a cell site do not generally constitute legitimate arguments 
but can tie into design practices. Design practices are most explicit in California: 

The purpose of this Chapter [of the ordinance] is to provide for the 
installation, modification, operation and maintenance of wireless 
telecommunication facilities (“Telecom Facilities”) on public and 
private property consistent with State and federal law while ensuring 
public safety, minimizing the visual effects of Telecom Facilities on 
public streetscapes, protecting public views, and otherwise avoiding 
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and mitigating the visual impacts of Telecom Facilities on the 
community. [Example 13: City of Newport Beach, 2014, our emphasis].

The main topic of cities’ ordinances is mitigating the visual impact of cell 
sites, and proposed sites are categorized according to their aesthetics. With 
the lack of standardized design guidelines, city staff has much discretion 
to govern cell sites. In one city, for example, the ordinance defines sites as: 

Class 1 (Stealth/Screened), Class 2 (Visible Antennas), Class 3 
(Public Right-of-Way Installations), Class 4 (Freestanding Structure), 
Class 5 (Temporary). [Example 14: City of Newport Beach, 2014].

Class 1 and Class 5 are given light permit procedures, whereas the other 
Classes have to go through an intensive and costly procedure. In this way, 
city staff incentivizes permit applicants to avoid visible or freestanding 
structures. Early in a cell site permit application procedure, staff thus 
account for concerns of their citizens. 

 Industry professionals argue that design regulations are a ruse for 
dealing with the health issue. Often, the latter indeed appears to be the 
implicit point of the ordinances, which, for example, argue for specific 
distances to residential areas or schools. With citizens’ main argument 
against specific cell sites being the possible health effects of RF EMF 
emissions, city staff direct their responses towards these concerns. It is 
worth noting that governing citizens’ concerns is distinct from governing 
the possible health effects of RF emissions themselves. 

In addition to controlling aesthetics, in California, design practices also 
include differentiating permit procedures based on the land use zoning of 
the proposed location. Applicants are invited to avoid residential areas:

I: I had the feeling that it is still also about the health effect, 
nonetheless, or at least, that you are trying to stop your citizens 
from needlessly worrying about this…

R: Right, right, by putting it in areas that are not residential…

I: Yeah, right, is that a proper way to frame it?

R: Yeah, yes… you just kinda remove, try to minimize the argument 
by putting it in a non-residential area, yes that’s correct [Example 
15: Interview with City Planner, 2014-01-23]. 

By controlling zoning and design, cities are able to account for (perceived) 
concerns of citizens and avoid citizens’ mobilization on health as much as 
possible. 
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Professionals who acquire cell site locations for carriers show a similar 
tendency. They work hard to ‘avoid politics’ while acting in public (Eliasoph, 
1998). Carriers usually outsource the acquisition of a cell site location to 
‘scouts’. Acquisition is part of the larger dynamic installation process, which 
passes many stations from start to finish. Next to the prescribed nature 
of this acquisition process, which is based on knowledge of the network 
technology itself, such as energy efficiency and a lack of EMF-interference, 
scouts show the need to avoid ‘difficulties’ that might extend the time-to-
market and thus handicap them in fulfilling targets.

In the Netherlands, this tendency to avoid political interaction is first 
illustrated by the falling prevalence of the tenant’s consent procedure; at its 
height in 2003, 289 such procedures were carried out (of which 51 (18%) had 
a negative result). However, recently, in 2009 and 2010 respectively, only 
18 and 27 of such procedures were completed (Personal communication 
between first author and MoNet, NL). Second, we see this in the avoidance 
of locations that would require a permit, and thus political interaction, and 
a preference of carriers to seal large contracts with, for example, churches 
or roadside restaurants to enable the swift installation of cell sites. Third, 
most work in the acquisition of a specific location is done before citizens 
are made aware of the ongoing decision-making process. If the scout opts 
for a specific location that would require a permit, the possibilities hereof 
are informally researched with city staff before any formal steps towards 
citizens are taken. Lastly, if contact with citizens is necessary, scouts are well 
trained in health risk communication practices, and experienced scouts have 
debated RF EMF health risks with citizens and cities at many public hearings 
and community meetings. In their presentations, the installation of cell sites 
and the health debate are fused together. Here, we see a specific learning 
effect from previous citizens’ protests and municipalities’ obstructions. 

Design practices continue to medicalize the technology, as they 
consciously preempt citizen mobilization on health and work to avoid citizens’ 
concerns. The physical appearance and specific location of the proposed 
cell site is the risk-object produced here, which can strongly conflict with the 
valued object-at-risk: the existing built and natural environment. In contrast 
to rollout and prevention practices, active citizenship is implied here: a 
citizen who is concerned about her living environment and would act upon 
that concern. Both city staff and industry professionals appear to be very 
sensitive to the potential political and contested nature of the technology 
they construct. Cities’ aesthetic control, differentiated zoning, and the 
industry scouts’ practices all produce an active citizen whose main concern 
lies with the potential health hazard of RF EMF emissions. This activity is 
expected, regulated and thus preempted. At the same time, design practices 
offer concerned citizens a strategic opportunity to mobilize. 
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Care 

This memo contains information on EMF in our everyday 
environment and provides tips to lower exposure to fields […]. 
These tips from the Knowledge Platform EMF cannot be understood 
as a scientific recognition that EMF can cause health complaints 
[Example 16: KP, 2014, author’s translation]. 

The fourth governance practice that we identify is care. This one is 
particular to the Netherlands and is only visible in specific risk governance 
practices that are aimed at self-diagnosed victims of exposure to RF EMF, 
i.e. electro-sensitivity sufferers. The World Health Organization defines 
electro-sensitivity as: ‘an idiopathic environmental intolerance attributed 
to electromagnetic fields’ (Hillert et al., 2006). Electro-sensitivity, here, 
is a combination of two psychological mechanisms: connecting existing 
complaints to an environmental factor (attribution) and the emergence 
of complaints when an environmental factor is perceived as harmful 
(nocebo). Sufferers contest this definition and claim that electro-sensitivity 
occurs when ‘some people react with stress-related health problems to 
certain EMF’ (Schooneveld & Arends-Zimmerman, 2006). Exposure to 
EMF is connected to prevalent complaints that are often difficult to explain 
medically, such as fatigue, headaches and skin problems. 

Cell sites are important to electro-sensitivity sufferers, as sufferers 
struggle to limit RF EMF exposure in public space. Politically active electro-
sensitivity sufferers are knowledgeable of state-of-the-art research, have 
contact with scientists and policymakers and issue their own research on the 
topic. They criticize government and industry, arguing that the deployment 
of the network technology serves economic interests at the expense of 
public health (De Graaff & Bröer, 2012). 

Electro-sensitivity sufferers define scientific uncertainty as a risk in 
itself. As one of them mentions: 

Well, just as with asbestos and smoking, something will happen 
when people start to die, when there’s a body count [Example 17: 
Fred, 47 years old]. 

With historical analogies, sufferers argue for a strict application of the 
precautionary principle, which here amounts to limiting public exposure 
to EMF, which includes limiting RF EMF exposure from cell sites. The 
sustained local protests against cell sites, which many electro-sensitivity 
sufferers partake in, add to their cause. Although these protests do not 
necessarily focus on the health issue, sufferers’ presence can ensure a 
situational emotional twist towards possible health effects.  
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From 2007 onwards, specific electro-sensitivity representatives have 
become a part of the stakeholder sounding board of the Knowledge Platform 
on EMF and Health. Instituted by the national government, the Platform’s 
explicit goal is: 

… to comprehensibly present scientific knowledge, while taking 
the various sensitivities into account. In doing so, the Knowledge 
Platform EMF contributes to social debate by providing clarity 
[Example 18: KP, 2012]. 

The Knowledge Platform is envisioned as an innovative instrument of 
risk-governance in which stakeholder deliberation takes central stage. 
The inclusion of electro-sensitivity sufferers into participatory processes 
ensures the recognition of electro-sensitivity. Platform members explicitly 
refer to sufferers as ‘representatives of society’, although no one questions 
who these electro-sensitivity sufferers are representing.  

Meetings of the Knowledge Platform produce science and policy in a 
specific way. It is a moralized setting in which a political etiquette is required 
from participants, an etiquette to which electro-sensitivity sufferers 
do not easily conform. Science and specific scientific language (mostly 
epidemiology) are the only legitimate stories to be told on health risks in this 
political setting. For example, such meetings often consist of presentations 
of research. When the floor is open to questions, sufferers make political 
points rather than question content. Participants refer to these meetings as 
a ‘warzone’, wherein people shoot from their own ‘foxholes’. 

Much effort is taken to keep the politically active sufferers onboard. At 
the moment, a care policy is in the making to deal with the complaints of 
electro-sensitivity sufferers. This policy explicitly brackets the question of 
causality, while explaining that in the long term, science cannot exclude the 
possibility of health effects of RF EMF. In what participants informally call 
an ‘inter-bellum’, the period until certainty is reached, those who suffer need 
help, regardless of what is causing their condition. We thus find explicit 
reference to scientific uncertainties, but at the same time, an effort is made to 
move beyond this uncertainty. The quote at the beginning of this paragraph 
illustrates this tension. The Knowledge Platform provides help and tips 
to limit RF EMF exposure, while it explicitly does not legitimize citizens’ 
motivation to do just that. This confronts electro-sensitivity sufferers with 
the question if they can accept measures that do not fully acknowledge the 
alleged cause of their complaints, and it appears to depoliticize the continued 
health debate. 

In design practices, the active citizen is preempted, and health risks 
are avoided; here, a victim-as-citizen is effectively encapsulated within 
governance practices, and the health risk debate is contained. The 
Knowledge Platform tries to steer information on RF EMF and health and, in 
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this way, the public debate. The passive citizen, to be educated and informed, 
is thus present in contrast with the consumer-citizen, who is absent, although 
industry representatives often try to conjure up this subject at meetings. As 
such, the inclusion of and care for electro-sensitivity sufferers in these risk-
governance practices, while valuing them as ‘societal representatives’, serves 
to include individual victims-as-citizens in this contained political debate on 
health risks and to exclude other publics. The object-at-risk thus shifts from 
a population to individual victims. However, the risk-object that is created by 
these practices is paradoxical. RF EMF are seen as the possible risk-object, but 
scientific uncertainties are temporarily bracketed away to provide for aid. This 
practice potentially contributes to establishing RF EMF as a risk for a wider 
audience; after all, why establish a Knowledge Platform and aid individuals in 
limiting RF EMF exposure if there is nothing to worry about?

Conclusion: Depoliticizing cell site deployment

In cell site governance, cell site risk issues and citizenship are co-produced. 
More generally, political culture is reshaped together with the cellular 
network. We discuss four main cell site governance practices: rollout, 
prevention, design and care. These practices tie the deployment of cell sites 
mainly to health risks, precluding other debates on cell sites. This ongoing 
medicalization process makes network deployment contingent on its effects 
on health and safety. Historically, this has had an unintended mobilizing 
effect, as citizens and local authorities have responded by opposing cell 
sites on the grounds of health risks. The emergence of this bio-citizenship on 
cell site deployment, especially in tandem with local authorities, has briefly 
halted cell site deployment in the Netherlands and Southern California. 

The emergence of bio-citizenship on cell site deployment has changed 
governance practices. When we look at how cell site governance practices 
medicalize the technology, we find that today, network rollout practices move 
RF EMF health risks backstage, while prevention practices prolong health risks 
and uncertainties indefinitely. Design practices avoid or reframe the health 
risk, while Dutch care practices aim to contain cell site health risks. Citizens 
are more often treated as consumers who have to be protected against health 
risks, while authoritative actors such as city staff or industry scouts consciously 
try to work around the health issue to avoid citizen mobilization. Such work is, 
in the Netherlands, legitimized by public health officials who state that health 
concerns can be a source of stress, a health issue in itself that governance 
needs to avoid. These practices medicalize cell site deployment in such a way 
that they effectively depoliticize it. The political power in cell site deployment 
continuously lies with authorities and industry. Citizen mobilization itself is 
defined as problematic, and citizens are asked to trust authorities and experts, 
to embrace the technology and, in particular, not to worry.
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The changes in governance practice are a learning effect of early 
controversies. Government and industry have become reflexively aware 
of the mobilizing effect of the medicalization of cell site deployment. 
Bio-citizenship is anticipated and managed. We call this form of governance 
depoliticization because it aims to close the issue down for citizen 
participation. However, depoliticization can, unintentionally, open up new 
avenues for citizen mobilization on the health issue, thus perpetuating 
controversies on cell site deployment. Medicalization seems especially 
fraught with such avenues because of the active bio-citizenship culture that 
is associated with it. We find that rollout practices that were intended to limit 
societal unrest led to the emergence of coalitions between citizens and local 
authorities and forced new democratic procedures into existence (tenant 
consent procedure in the Netherlands). Citizens sometimes extend the 
logic of prevention practices to include the precautionary principle. Design 
practices provide a strategic opportunity for citizens to reframe their health 
concerns and for local authorities to act upon these concerns despite supra-
local preemption. Care practices for individual electro-sensitivity sufferers, 
and their inclusion in the Dutch Knowledge Platform on EMF and Health, 
can legitimize the EMF and health risks for a wider audience. The continued 
controversy on cell sites, RF EMF and health does not emerge from scientific 
uncertainties, health risks or qualities of the network technology as such. 
Rather, it is an effect of the ways in which anticipated or actual citizen 
mobilization on RF EMF and health is governed.

Cell site deployment is expected to continue because of technological 
innovations and increasing consumer demand. Our analysis shows the 
intricate relations between government, industry and citizens, which are not 
purely antagonistic or stable. Shifts and innovations in governance practices 
will produce new risk issues and new relations between citizen and state, as 
we find with the recent introduction of care practices in the Netherlands. 
The controversy on RF EMF and health, therefore, will most likely continue 
for some time, which is further reflected in the RF EMF and health debate on 
wireless smart energy meters in the USA (Hess, 2014; Hess & Coley, 2012) 
and the deployment of this smart electrical grid in Europe. Although privacy 
issues tie in here too, citizens’ health concerns are again feared and seen as 
something to be avoided. Hess explicitly calls for a proactive approach to 
these issues: 

A more proactive strategy would view the opposition to wireless 
smart meters not as a scientific, communication and political 
challenge to be surmounted but instead as a technical challenge 
that can be the basis of continued experimentation with system 
design and governance. This approach might develop innovations 
that reduce long term political conflict and also provide savings on 
the costs of system redesign in the future (Hess, 2014, p. 13).



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

83

Biomedical risks and citizenship: depoliticizing cell site deployment in the Netherlands and Southern California

4

Considering the longstanding debate on cell sites and the political 
consequences of their governance, we agree with Hess’ call for a proactive 
approach for dealing with such technologies. However, we would include 
the caveat that experimentations with design and governance should not 
a priori move away from citizen participation and community outreach and 
neglect the positive outcomes that can also result from controversies.  
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Introduction

In the Netherlands and Southern California, governance practices shape 
cell site deployment in terms of a particular risk issue. A policy discourse 
that centers on a technological imperative and continues to define cell 
site deployment as a biomedical risk supports the successful ‘roll-out’ of 
the technology. The discourse contributes to the sustained controversy 
surrounding the potentially harmful health effects of the electro-magnetic 
fields (EMF) emitted by the cell site’s antennas even though the active and 
worried citizen has few legitimate ways of participating in this controversy. 
In this chapter, I examine the relation between these governance practices 
and citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment in the Netherlands over 
time, on a population level. Throughout this chapter I make use of data from 
our Dutch national level panel. In collecting this data, the first survey was 
executed in October 2012 (N=694), and the fourth and final was completed 
in December 2014 (N=412). In order to approximate citizens’ experiences on 
this generalized level of analysis, I draw, in particular, on the statements 
(question (Q) 1-14) and risk perception measure (Q21) (See Appendix A2 
and A3). The analysis of the statements provides insight into the different 
framings used by citizens and the dynamics of these framings over time. The 
risk perception measure appraises the development of citizens’ feelings, and 
specifically their worries, about cell site deployment. These analyses allow 
me to examine if, following the resonance model, the definitions of what is 
at stake in deploying the technology that emerge from governance practices 
resonate in the Dutch population’s experience of cell site deployment. 
This will also contribute to the few studies done on the development of 
risk perceptions over time (Conner & Siegrist, 2015). I find that the policy 
discourse on cell site deployment is quite consistently identifiable in 
Dutch citizens’ framings of cell site deployment, and such framings move 
beyond risk or concern. Dutch citizens’ health risk perceptions of cell site 
deployment are relatively low and, today, are stable over time. Both findings 
are in line with the expectations that follow from the discursive resonance 
model because the policy discourse in the Netherlands has also remained 
stable throughout my window of observation. At the same time, I find a first 
indication of the limits to the resonance of the policy discourse. 

Framing cell site deployment in the Netherlands 

In this paragraph, Dutch citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment 
are understood through the relations between scores on the fourteen 
statement questions (Q1-14) with which we provided our respondents. 
Through examining these relations closely, I grasp citizens’ framings of 
cell site deployment on the national level in the Netherlands. The means 



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

87

Experiences of cell site deployment in the Netherlands

5

of scores on the fourteen statements from the first wave of data from our 
national panel provide me the largest representative cross-sectional sample 
of the Dutch population older than 18 years collected in this research (N=694) 
and offer a first overview of respondents’ framing work (see Table 7). The two 
statements that directly address the broader ‘cell phone technology’ rather 
than ‘cell tower’ show the highest means, indicating respondents’ generally 
high levels of agreement. This suggests that Dutch citizens’ interpretations 
of cell site development are somewhat separate from a broader definition 
of the technology. These two statements emphasize the inevitability of the 
technology (Q2) and the importance of trust (Q14) in this framing. Dutch 
citizens predominantly disagree that cell towers are a visual pollutant (Q8) and 
do not necessarily welcome more antenna constructions (Q1). Non-response 
is highest for the two statements that require detailed knowledge of the EMF 
and health debate, as they focus on EMF’s direct ill-health effects on people 
(Q5, 21% non-response) and nature (Q7, 31% non-response).  

Table 7. Statements overview*

Mean SD Valid N

1. The more cell towers, the better! 3.66 1.56 649

2. Society cannot do without cell phone technology. 6.08 1.37 684

3. Just as with asbestos and smoking, the health hazards of cell 
towers will be proven in the future. 4.62 1.56 584

4. There are more important hazards for us to worry about than 
the possible health effects of cell towers. 4.78 1.51 644

5. People who say they become ill from cell towers are actually 
suffering from other problems. 3.82 1.62 546

6. I am especially worried that the value of my real estate will drop 
when a cell tower is installed nearby. 3.82 1.88 597

7. The electromagnetic fields emitted by cell towers are harmful to 
nature. 4.10 1.52 478

8. Cell towers ruin my view. 3.21 1.76 652

9. I trust that the government regulates the installation of cell 
towers properly. 4.64 1.53 673

10. I would like to receive more information about the installation 
of cell towers in my neighborhood. 4.82 1.74 673

11. I would like to have more say about the installation of cell 
towers in my neighborhood. 4.51 1.63 658

12. The media exaggerate the health hazards of cell towers. 4.03 1.50 588

13. The telecommunications industry does not care about the 
health of local citizens. 4.57 1.57 618

14. I trust that scientists are doing good research on cell phone 
technology.

5.09 1.37 669

*Survey Q1-14, Scale 1 (disagree) -7 (agree), NL Data (N=694), Wave 1, weighted. The order of 
statements was randomized for this panel. 
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To investigate how these statements relate to each other, I categorize 
respondents’ framings with the use of exploratory factor analysis. Factor 
analysis (principal component analysis) aims to reduce the complexity of 
a vast amount of data to a comprehensible set of components, or factors, 
that best fit the variance in all variables without prescribing a fixed amount 
of relevant factors. It is often considered to find latent variables, but this is 
disputed (Costello & Osborne, 2005, p. 2). Although the survey method restricts 
respondents’ answers to the use of the inductively and issue-specifically 
construed statements, this does not limit the possible combinations that 
can be generated by the factor analysis. An exploratory factor analysis on 
respondents’ answers to the 14 statement questions (Q1-14), following 
parallel analysis criteria (Watkins, 2006), yielded three significant factors that 
together explain about 50% of the variance (Field, 2009). Alternative extraction 
criteria, rotation methods (now orthogonal) and the inclusion or exclusion 
of statements resulted in similar solutions. See Table 8 for the final rotated 
solution. I interpret the factors here as framings of cell site deployment.

Factor 1: Happy Technology 
The first factor, or framing, is most strongly associated with personal 
trust in the institutions of science and government (Q14, Q9) and shows a 
neutral stance towards the telecommunications industry’s position to the 
health issue (Q13). It loads negatively on the two statements that argue 
for more information for and participation of the respondents in cell site 
deployment (Q11, Q10), which is in line with a fairly high level of trust. The 
health issue is framed as relatively unimportant (Q4) and exaggerated in 
the media (Q12), suggesting a lack of salience here. Instead, cell phone 
technology is framed as an inevitable part of current society (Q2), and the 
ongoing deployment of cell towers is embraced (Q1), prompting me to 
name this framing ‘Happy Technology’. 

Factor 2: Health Hazard 
The second factor loads on the statements that define cell sites as a proven 
health hazard (Q3, Q7). The technology is framed as something that affects 
our health and environment: People are really suffering from cell towers (Q5). 
Trust in government and media is negatively associated with this framing 
(Q9, Q12), as is trust in scientific research to a lesser extent (Q14). There is a 
very strong correlation with the negative statement on the industry’s position 
(Q13). The development of the technology is, in contrast to the first factor, not 
embraced (Q1). Respondents’ own participation and information preferences 
are somewhat incorporated into this factor (Q11, Q10), although not as much 
as in the third factor, which indicates a reduced sense of individual political 
efficacy. Together with the strong distrust in institutional actors and a dislike 
of the technology, here, I find a framing of cell site deployment as a real and 
serious health issue, making the name ‘Health Hazard’ suitable. 
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Table 8. Summary of exploratory factor analysis for national panel, Wave 1 (N=694)*

Rotated factor loadings** 

Statements Happy 
Technology

Health 
Hazard

Local 
Trouble

14. I trust that scientists are doing good research on cell 
phone technology.

.73 -.09 -.07

9. I trust that the government regulates the installation of cell 
towers properly.

.67 -.23 -.09

4. There are more important hazards for us to worry about 
than the possible health effects of cell towers.

.64 -.10 -.13

12. The media exaggerate the health hazards of cell towers. .60 -.44 .09

2. Society cannot do without cell phone technology. .58 .09 -.21

5. People who say they become ill from cell towers are actual-
ly suffering from other problems.

.53 -.47 .08

3. Just as with asbestos and smoking, the health hazards of 
cell towers will be proven in the future.

-.05 .78 .15

13. The telecommunications industry does not care about the 
health of local citizens.

-.04 .65 .23

7. The electromagnetic fields emitted by cell towers are harm-
ful to nature.

-.22 .60 .24

1. The more cell towers, the better! .35 -.45 -.05

11. I would like to have more say about the installation of cell 
towers in my neighborhood. 

-.08 .27 .74

8. Cell towers ruin my view. -.15 -.12 .74

10. I would like to receive more information about the instal-
lation of cell towers in my neighborhood.

-.03 .25 .66

6. I am especially worried that the value of my real estate will 
drop when a cell tower is installed nearby.

-.07 .17 .63

Eigenvalues 2.574 2.251 2.174

% of variance (total = 49.99%) 18.38 16.08 15.53

*8=4 recode, weighted, PCA, 3 component solution after varimax rotation (6), based on MC 
parallel analysis, KMO = 0.82, Bartlett (df 91) = sign. p<0.001 
**Component loadings combined in framing variables in bold.

Factor 3: Local Trouble
The third and final factor is associated with participation in, and receiving 
sufficient information about, cell site deployment in the neighborhood (Q11, 
Q10). Both elements portray a sense of efficacy that is strengthened by 
questioning the inevitability of cell site development (Q1, Q2). The loadings 
of statements on the broader institutional context are not distinctive (Q14, 
Q9, Q12), except for a positive association with distrust in the local actions 
of industry (Q13). Although the loadings on statements addressing health 
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are positive (Q3, Q7), what is primarily at stake in this factor are aesthetic 
concerns (Q8) and property value (Q6). In contrast to the second factor, 
here I identify a framing that defines cell site deployment as an issue with 
which respondents are able to engage. However, this is due to matters 
that are locally grounded and relatively controllable: the local landscape 
and people’s real estate. A cell site is not an insurmountable hazard but 
rather a ‘Local Trouble’ that can be dealt with.

Benefit and burden
These three framings show a contrast between framing cell site 
deployment as a benefit (Happy Technology) or a burden (Health Hazard, 
Local Trouble), although substantively, the latter two framings each point 
to a different idea of what that burden entails. Further analyses support 
my interpretation. Combining statements that load most distinctively 
on a factor (>0.40, see Table 8) (Field, 2009, p. 645) creates Happy 
Technology, Health Hazard and Local Trouble variables (see Table 9). The 
partial correlations between these variables suggest that the distance 
between the Happy Technology and Local Trouble framings is smaller 
than between the Happy Technology and Health Hazard framings (see 
Table 10). This implies a dimensional rather than dichotomous difference 
between the framings in which the Local Trouble framing takes a more 
intermediate position. The strong correlation with the willingness to 
object measure suggests the salience of a political dimension (perceived 
efficacy) next to health. The risk perception measure’s correlation with 
the framing variables reinforces the dichotomy between benefit and 
burden. This occurs through illustrating that in the Happy Technology 
framing the health risk is indeed of lesser concern and more pronounced 
in the Local Trouble and Health Hazard framings. There are also small 
but significant partial correlations between the framing scores and 
age and gender (Finucane et al., 2000), while none were found with our 
educational attainment measure. 
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Table 9. Variable overview (selection)

Mean SD α

Happy Technology 28.21 5.55 0.79

Health Hazard 17.48 3.94 0.73

Local Trouble 16.80 4.95 0.72

Willingness to object 2.83 0.93

Risk Perception 2.75 1.01

Educational Attainment 5.04 1.73

Age 47.50 17.20

Gender 1.51 0.50  

NL Data, Wave 1, N=694, weighted.

Table 10. Partial correlations framing scores: r (R2) 

Happy Technology Health Hazard Local Trouble

Happy Technology 1 -.46 (.22)*** -.09 (.01)**

Health Hazard -.46 (.22) *** 1 .33 (.11)***

Local Trouble -.09 (.01)** .33 (.11)*** 1

Willingness to object -.26 (.07)*** .35 (.12)*** .34 (.12)***

Risk Perception -.37 (.14)*** .38 (.14)*** .35 (.12)***

Educational Attainment -.04 (.02) -.03 (.00) -.06 (.00)

Age .09 (.01) ** .07 (.01) .10 (.01)***

Gender -.08 (.01)* -.01 (.00) -.03 (.00)

* p<.05, **p<.02, ***p<.01 / Data used: NL Data, Wave 1, N=694 / Controlled for other framing scores.

Table 11. Framings means (SD)*

Wave 1 
(N=694)

α Wave 2 
(N=604)

α Wave 3 
(N=511)

α Wave 4 
(N=412)

α

Happy  
Technology

28.21 
(5.55)

.79 27.78 
(5.73)

.81 27.96 
(5.66)

.78 27.86 
(6.04)

.79

Health Hazard 17.48 
(3.94)

.73 17.56 
(4.01)

.74 17.56 
(4.03)

.73 17.42 
(4.12)

.74

Local Trouble 16.80 
(4.95)

.72 16.84 
(5.01)

.76 16.79 
(5.28)

.77 16.83 
(5.19)

.76

*NL Panel, non-standardized framing scores / No changes significant (independent t-test).
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Dynamics in framing
How do Dutch citizens’ framings of cell site deployment change over time? 
Here I look at the three framings delineated above, which reveal that cell site 
deployment has remained stable from October 2012 to December 2014. Our 
data measurements range from October 2012 (Wave 1), April 2013 (Wave 2), 
December 2013 (Wave 3) to December 2014 (Wave 4). First, I find that none 
of the mean scores of each individual statement (Q1-14) change significantly 
across these four waves. There are few significant changes between answer 
categories. For example, in the first statement (Q1) the percentage of 
respondents who answered ‘5’ shifts from 16% to 21% (p<0.05) between 
Wave 3 and Wave 4, but this does not affect the mean score (3.7). Second, 
the combinations of statements used as variables appear meaningful across 
the four waves of data (Cronbach α), and the mean scores of these variables 
in each wave do not change significantly over time (Table 11). Dutch citizens’ 
framings of cell site deployment thus appear stable over time. 

However, a confirmatory factor analysis on data from Waves 2, 3 
and 4 results in a different outcome than the initial three factor solution, 
which renders the three framings less meaningful than the results above 
presuppose. This difference in outcome is explained by the fact that 
parallel analysis results show that a two factor, instead of a three factor, 
result is significant in all data except for Wave 1 (Field, 2009, p. 614). With a 
confirmatory factor analysis of two factors, I find very similar components 
in Waves 2, 3 and 4. A repeated exploratory factor analysis that excludes 
the weight variable also shows similar results. The solution generated by 
Wave 4 data can serve as an example of these two factors (Table 12 below). 
This demonstrates how the Local Trouble and Health Hazard framings 
now combine, while the Happy Technology factor remains separate. This 
two-factor solution shows a strong contrast between a positive ‘benefit’ 
framing (Happy Technology, first factor) and critical ‘burden’ framing (Local 
Health Hazard, second factor) of cell site deployment. In other words, a 
dichotomy in the framing of cell site deployment appears to emerge more 
strongly over time. 

This dichotomy, though, does not represent a meaningful shift in 
respondents’ framings over time. It is also apparent in Wave 1 data, as 
mentioned above. Furthermore, a two factor confirmatory analysis that 
includes the 412 respondents who participated in all four waves finds nearly 
identical component solutions as the two-factor solution portrayed in Table 
12 but now in the first wave of data as well. This indicates that the apparent 
polarization in Dutch citizens’ framings of cell site deployment is an effect 
of non-response. Overall, these Dutch national level panel data show few 
dynamics in the development of framing during my window of observation 
between October 2012 and December 2014. The lasting presence of the Local 
Trouble framing, which appears to subsume the Health Hazard framing and 
its strong contrast to the Happy Technology framing, stands out most clearly. 
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Table 12. Summary of confirmatory factor analysis for national panel,  
Wave 4 (N=412)* (2 Factor Solution)

Rotated factor loadings**

Statements (Scale 1-7) Happy Tech. Local Health 
Hazard

14. I trust that scientists are doing good research on cell phone 
technology.

.71 -.14

5. People who say they become ill from cell towers are actually 
suffering from other problems.

.69 -.15

12. The media exaggerate the health hazards of cell towers. .67 -.21

4. There are more important hazards for us to worry about than 
the possible health effects of cell towers.

.67 -.04

1. The more cell towers, the better! .62 -.18

9. I trust that the government regulates the installation of cell 
towers properly.

.60 -.29

2. Society cannot do without cell phone technology. .51 .14

11. I would like to have more say about the installation of cell 
towers in my neighborhood. 

-.06 .81

10. I would like to receive more information about the installation 
of cell towers in my neighborhood.

-.02 .78

6. I am especially worried that the value of my real estate will drop 
when a cell tower is installed nearby.

.08 .66

7. The electromagnetic fields emitted by cell towers are harmful to 
nature.

-.39 .61

3. Just as with asbestos and smoking, the health hazards of cell 
towers will be proven in the future.

-.31 .61

8. Cell towers ruin my view. -.12 .56

13. The telecommunications industry does not care about the 
health of local citizens.

-.29 .45

Eigenvalues 3.24 3.18

% of variance (total = 45.83) 23.15 22.69

α 0.78 0.79

*8=4 recode, weighted, PCA, 2 component solution after varimax rotation (3), based on MC 
parallel analysis, KMO = 0.80, Bartlett (df 91) = sign. p<0.001 
**Component loadings combined in alpha’s in bold.
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Perceptions of the health risk of cell site deployment 
in the Netherlands

The framing of cell site deployment by Dutch citizens provides us with one 
part of Dutch citizens’ experience of cell site deployment. In this paragraph, 
I grasp Dutch citizens’ feelings about cell site deployment on this population 
level. Whereas the three framings indicate which feelings, for example trust, 
joy, doubt, fear, disgust or anxiety, could matter in citizens’ experiences of cell 
site deployment,  here I only focus on citizens’ concerns about its health risk 
in light of the medicalization of the technology. Our risk perception question 
was: ‘How worried are you about the health effects of cell towers?’ (Q21). 
Thus, the focus was on respondents’ personal experiences of the health risk 
on a scale of 1 to 5. The first wave of data from our Dutch national panel in 
October 2012 shows a mean of 2.75 (SD: 1.01), while 21% of respondents note 
being ‘worried’ (4) or ‘very worried’ (5). This percentage is somewhat lower 
than is reported in earlier data on Dutch citizens’ worries about cell sites and is 
relatively low in comparison to other countries. Dutch nuisance research found 
that in 2008, 32% of respondents were ‘moderately worried‘ or ‘very worried’ 
about their ‘safety when living near cell sites’ (Poll, Breugelmans, & Devilee, 
2011, p. 38). In 2010, EU research found that 11% of the Dutch population 
thought that mobile phone masts ‘affect their health to a large extent’, and 
56% to ‘some extent’ (TNS, 2010, p. 33). These last figures indicate that Dutch 
citizens’ concerns about the health risks of cell sites are amongst the lowest 
of the 27 EU countries at the time. Although electro-magnetic fields are not 
seen as very risky in comparison to other environmental health risks, 46% of 
European citizens are ‘fairly’ to ‘very concerned’ about their potential health 
risks, and 33% think that a cell site ‘affects their health to a large extent’ (TNS, 
2010, p. 7). Italy has the highest score: 79% of respondents in 2010 thought 
cell sites affect their health to a large extent, and only Denmark and Finland 
showed lower scores than the Netherlands (TNS, 2010, p. 33). In comparison 
to the only data on US citizens’ risk perceptions on cell sites I could find, 
Dutch citizens’ concerns prove similar to those of Americans’ (Wiedemann 
et al., 2013). Based on a social science and humanities student sample and 
a somewhat different question with a seven-point scale, the mean score of 
US citizens is 2.46 (SD: 1.44, N=401), while the Dutch sample in this research 
shows a mean of 2.50 (SD: 1.53, N=513). Both scores are the lowest of the 
nine countries considered, with India scoring the highest (M: 3.88, SD: 1.38) 
(Wiedemann, et al. 2013, p. 12). 

Dynamics of risk perception
As a proxy for the development of Dutch citizens’ feelings on cell site 
deployment, I inspect the health risk perception scores over time. Similar 
to respondents’ framing scores, the mean risk perception score does not 
change significantly during my window of observation, as it is stable 
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with a mean between 2.7 and 2.8 (See Graph 1). Meanwhile, a reasonably 
consistent 21-24% of respondents note being ‘worried’ or ‘very worried’ 
throughout the four waves of data collection. Grouping the top quartile 
of respondents in the three framings in Table 13 shows that some minor 
changes occur in risk perception means over time, but none are significant. 
Table 14 shows that the partial correlation between risk perception scores 
and framing scores also prove similar in Wave 1 and Wave 4 data.

Table 13. Risk perception & framing scores top 25%: Means (SD)*

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4

Happy Technology 2.18 (.94) 2.14 (.92) 2.05 (.90) 2.04 (.98) 

Health Hazard 3.65 (.96) 3.59 (.93) 3.72 (.82) 3.60 (.96) 

Local Trouble 3.42 (1.09) 3.48 (.94) 3.47 (.95) 3.53 (.91) 

*Note: respondents can score (or not) in the top 25% of all framings, not exclusive / 
Data used: NL Data, weighted / no changes are significant (independent t-test) 
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This stability deviates from earlier data. Dutch nuisance research notes a 
rise in risk perception between 2003 and 2008, from 20% to 32% of respondents 
being ‘moderately worried’ or ‘very worried’ (Poll, Breugelmans, & Devilee, 
2011, p. 38), which signifies that my latest findings (22% in 2014) are a return 
to the 2003 situation. In the period between 2006 and 2010, the EU research 
finds a slight reduction in Dutch risk perceptions: in 2006, 12% of respondents’ 
answers indicated they thought that cell sites affected their health to a large 
extent, while this figure was 11% in 2010. The percentage of citizens noting ‘to 
some extent’ in response to this question changed from 39% in 2006 to 36% 
in 2010 (TNS, 2010, Annex p. 23). This is in line with an overall decrease in 
concern with EMF’s health effects in this period: the proportion of EU citizens 
believing in no health effect at all has risen from 18% in 2006 to 24% in 2010 
(TNS, 2010, p. 95). Because of methodological differences, this comparison 
is not straightforward, but it appears that Dutch citizens’ concerns about the 
health risks of cell sites have, after an increase between 2003 and 2008 and a 
decrease until 2010, stabilized in more recent years. 

This apparent stability does not imply that citizens’ concerns are equally 
stable at the individual level. Selecting only the respondents who participated 
in all four waves (N=412), I find some variability in individual respondents’ 
risk perception scores over time: 77.7% (N=320) of respondents do not shift 
in their risk perception scores by more than 1 point difference from their own 
mean risk perception across the four waves at any moment of observation. 
Only 10.7% (N=44) do so once, 9.7% (N=40) do so twice, 0.2% (N=1) do this 
three times and 1.7% (N=7) do so four times, thus being highly variable in their 
risk perception scores (RP Individual Mean Shift >1: M: 0.09, SD: 0.20). 

The variability of the 1.9% (N=8) who differ significantly three or four times 
from their own mean score is difficult to interpret. Five of the eight respondents 
show a clean break in their scores between Waves 2 and 3, while the others’ 
variability is gradual. The direction is ambiguous: four respondents are more 
appeased over time (their scores go down), two show more concern (their 
scores go up), whereas the other two’s scores balance around the general 
mean. Only one respondent claims to have searched for information, while 
the others note that they have not done so. None report to have received 
information on cell sites. The explanation of this limited variability might then 

Table 14. Risk perception & framing partial correlations: r (R2)

Wave 1 Wave 4

Happy Technology -.37 (.14)*** -.30 (.09)***

Health Hazard .37 (.14)*** .40 (.16)***

Local Trouble .35 (.12)*** .36 (.13)***

* p<.05, **p<.02, ***p<.01 / Data used: NL Data, Wave 1: N = 694, Wave 4: N=412
Controlled for other framing scores 
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Table 15. Risk perception individual mean shift>1, partial correlations

r (R2)

Educational Attainment -.15 (.02)** 

Contact Municipality .05 (.00)*

Health Hazard Top 25% (dummy) .05 (.00)*

*p<0.05, **p<0.01 / NL Data 4 waves, N=412

lie on a more general level. The RP Individual Mean Shift measure correlates 
significantly with: Educational attainment (M: 5.04 SD: 1.72), Contacting 
municipality recently (M: 0.23, SD: 0.43) and Health Hazard Top 25% (M: 0.22 
SD: 0.42) (See Table 15). The framing scores and measures for income, gender, 
region, information seeking behavior or the recent arrival of information on 
cell site deployment, for example, do not correlate.

These measures indicate what could influence individual respondents’ 
variability in risk perception scores over time, but they explain little of 
the already very minor variability in risk perception scores. Respondents 
with higher levels of education show a lower rate of variability in their risk 
perceptions over time, whereas recent contact with the municipality or a 
relatively high Health Hazard framing score appears to positively influence 
this variability. The previous inference of stability is therefore less robust 
when explored on this individual level. However, on a population level, 
Dutch citizens’ worries about cell site deployment appear rather constant 
between October 2012 and December 2014.  

Conclusion: The resonance of cell site deployment’s 
risk politics amongst Dutch citizens. 

This chapter aims to explain the dynamics of Dutch citizens’ experiences 
of cell site deployment on a population level. This is enabled by the results 
of our Dutch national level panel, and in particular through the longitudinal 
analysis of the statements (Q1-14) and health risk perception (Q21) 
measures. These measures allow for an approximation of Dutch citizens’ 
framings and feelings about cell site deployment and the development 
of these framings and feelings over time. Furthermore, these measures 
provide me with the opportunity to examine the relation between these 
dynamics and Dutch policy discourse. 

Respondents’ mean scores for the statements show that Dutch citizens 
generally accept that this technological development is inevitable and have 
a relatively high level of trust in government and industry. Through relating 
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the scores on the statements to each other with the use of factor analysis, 
I am able to categorize three distinct ways of framing cell site deployment: 
Happy Technology, Health Hazard and Local Trouble. These framings show 
a dichotomy between framing the technology as a benefit or a burden. 
Whereas I find no effect of educational attainment, age and gender appear 
to influence respondents’ framings to a limited extent. Respondents’ risk 
perceptions and their sense of political efficacy are more influential with 
regards to differences in the interpretation of cell site deployment. A 
longitudinal assessment of the relations between the statements reveals 
few significant changes in the data, and the initial framings continue to be 
meaningful over time. This suggests stability in Dutch citizens’ framings 
of cell site deployment between October 2012 and December 2014. These 
findings illuminate how citizens’ stakes in the deployment of cell sites are not 
only negative and cannot solely be understood in a context of environmental 
health risks and scientific uncertainties. The continued presence of the Local 
Trouble framing of cell site deployment in juxtaposition with the Happy 
Technology framing stands out. This is in contrast to earlier identified 
framings of the EMF and health issue in public discourse and (Dutch) media 
(Claassen et al., 2012; Linder, 1995) that do not report on a positive experience 
of the technological development. 

I approach the development of respondents’ worries over time through our 
health risk perception measure. Dutch citizens are, similar to US citizens, not 
very concerned about the health risks of cell site deployment in comparison 
to other (European) countries. Still, about 20% of respondents report being 
worried or very worried about the health risk. Similar to respondents’ 
framings of cell site deployment, the mean perception of its health risk is 
stable during my window of observation. This stability in concern diverges 
from earlier findings on Dutch citizens’ risk perceptions of cell sites, which 
shows an increase in concern between 2003 and 2008 and a decrease until 
2010. Following my data, this has stabilized in more recent years. The stability 
of the concerns about such entrenched yet developing technologies is in line 
with other risk research findings (Conner & Siegrist, 2015, p. 13), but this cloaks 
some variability in concern at the individual level. Educational attainment, 
recent contact with the municipality and framing cell site deployment 
predominantly as a Health Hazard correlate with this variation. 

How do these findings relate to the Dutch risk politics of cell site 
deployment? I can identify the policy discourse in the three framings I have 
delineated. I expected to find framings akin to the Happy Technology and 
Health Hazard framings, both of which can be brought in line, respectively, 
with the technological imperative and medicalization of the technology 
that are central to the policy discourse. The Local Trouble framing is more 
difficult to relate to the discourse. The Local Trouble framing addresses 
respondents’ responsibility to take care of local and ‘private’ affairs such as 
neighborhood aesthetics and property value within the public realm. In this 
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sense, the Local Trouble framing fits within cell site deployment policy, as 
it conveys a rather pragmatic valuation of the need for citizen participation, 
which is seen in Dutch care practices. In contrast to the policy discourse, the 
Local Trouble framing can be interpreted in light of citizens’ opportunities 
to contribute in establishing what is at stake. It mostly disregards the health 
risk debate, and the focus of the problem lies with aesthetics and economic 
capital, which can offer more strategic and legitimate arguments against 
cell site deployment on the local level.

The stability I find in Dutch citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment 
does not contradict the existing resonance model. Over time, between 
2012 and 2014, the Dutch policy discourse on cell site deployment has 
also been fundamentally stable. Shifts in this discourse could have moved 
citizens’ framings and perceptions of risk. The depoliticization of cell 
site deployment might have contributed to this stability, preventing the 
ongoing controversy from provoking an even higher proportion of citizens 
to be worried. What is clear, however, is that the risk politics of cell site 
deployment have not resolved citizens’ concerns. For more than a decade 
now at least 20% of Dutch citizens note being worried about the health risks 
of cell site deployment when prompted to do so in large scale surveys, 
although citizens’ concerns clearly differ in degree and substance. The 
discursive resonance hypothesis, thus, can account for the stability in the 
data on this generalized level, and the analyses in this chapter provide for 
the first indication of citizens’ experiences with cell site deployment. The 
few dynamics in framing and in citizens’ concerns that I find here are more 
difficult to explain at the population level. It is therefore important not to 
reify the findings of this chapter, necessarily structured as they are through 
the survey instrument (Law, 2009). Rather, processes of framing and feeling 
are in motion and emerge in concrete interactions. In the next chapters I 
will argue that the apparent stability in framings and feelings can best be 
understood as an effect of the definitions cell site deployment receives in 
specific situations.
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Chapter 6  

We are the canary in a coal mine: 
Establishing a disease category 
and a new health risk5

5 This chapter has been published as: Graaff, M. B. de, & Bröer, C. (2012). We are the canary in a 
coal mine: establishing a disease category and a new health risk. Health, Risk & Society, 14(2), 

129-147.
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Introduction

People often report physical complaints for which there is no recognized 
medical diagnosis (Dirkzwager & Verhaak, 2006; 2007; Hiller et al., 2006; 
Nimnuan et al., 2001). There are, moreover, no cause or cure for such 
complaints, which range from minor dizziness to chronic pain and severe 
disability. These are often labelled MUPS (medically unexplained physical 
symptoms), a residual category coined in the 1980s (Nettleton, 2006). 
Unexplained symptoms are a growing concern for health policymakers and 
medical sociologists alike (e.g. Kipen & Fielder, 2002; Nettleton et al., 2005a). 
The lack of diagnosis triggers feelings of uncertainty and illegitimacy 
(Nettleton, 2006), and an extensive literature has developed on the question 
of condition recognition (e.g. Becker & Nachtigall, 1992; Rhodes et al., 1999). 

In this paper, we examine an example of ‘illnesses you have to fight 
to get’ (Dumit, 2006, p. 577) through the lens of risk. People who suffer 
from unexplained physical symptoms often strive to have their conditions 
recognized by establishing a risk category for the wider population, a 
common phenomenon in health social movements (Brown et al., 2002; 
Brown & Zavestoski 2004). Our study focuses on health complaints that 
have been self-categorized as ‘electro-(hyper)sensitivity’ (ES). According 
to its sufferers, ES results from exposure to electromagnetic fields (EMF). 
EMF are omnipresent in the environment, for example through WIFI, mobile 
phones (radio-frequent electromagnetic fields, RF-EMF) and power lines 
(extreme low frequency electromagnetic fields, ELF-EMF). 

We show how ES sufferers diagnose themselves in order to ‘consolidate’ 
the risk of EMF exposure as a societally recognized concern (Heyman et 
al., 2010, pp. 43-56). Through experiments in their daily lives, ES sufferers 
hope to demonstrate a link between EMF (risk) and ES (outcome). These 
experiments focus on the adverse effects of EMF exposure and project 
them onto hitherto unaffected people. ES sufferers thereby translate their ill 
health into a collective risk, invoking the proverbial ‘canary in the coalmine’. 
However, while their experiments largely mimic dominant scientific 
practices, ES has yet to receive authoritative recognition. We thus focus on 
the relationship between public health policy and the attempts of ‘sufferers’ 
and ‘patient’ groups to win recognition for ES. We address the social process 
of classifying a new risk and the pivotal role that the categorization of bodily 
complaints plays in the experience of sickness (Jutel, 2009).

Focusing on self-diagnosis entails moving at least partly away from 
medicalization as a process driven by experts. Nevertheless, we argue that the 
dominant discourse in health policy on this contested ‘condition’ shapes how ES 
sufferers deal with their condition. ES sufferers face a dual failure: suffering from 
medically unexplained symptoms and identifying with a deviant, politically and 
medically unrecognized, label. Meanwhile, recent changes in EMF and health 
policy in some countries are beginning to affect ES sufferers in new ways. 
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Medicalization, sick-role and risk

Following a functionalist perspective on medical practice, the efforts of ES 
sufferers can be seen as the search for entry into the Parsonian sick-role 
(Parsons, 1975; Shilling, 2002). A diagnosis (Cooper, 1997) or alignment of 
pain and diagnostic tests (Rhodes et al., 1999) are necessary requirements 
for admission. If successful, the suffering becomes legitimate because 
medical jurisdiction ensures a normalization of complaints. 

ES sufferers, however, do not seek admission in the way Parsons envi-
sioned; they tend to challenge medical authority, seek political support and 
create knowledge themselves. A conflict perspective is better developed in 
medicalization theory. We therefore conceptualize their efforts primarily as 
a variant of medicalization – a process of defining complaints in medical 
terms or using medical interventions to treat them (Conrad, 2005, p. 3).  
Here, this process is driven by ‘patients-to-be’. This recent phenomenon is 
fuelled by the emphasis on patient perspectives in health policy and related 
research. This discourse does not mean, however, that the lay perspective 
has become dominant or that medical practice has democratized (Shilling, 
2002, p. 631). Medical expertise remains the starting point for interaction 
between patients and professionals. The latter, Cooper (1997, p. 204) holds, 
have ‘the right to possession of scientific medical knowledge’. Conrad (2005) 
has also drawn attention to the ‘shifting engines of medicalization’ – to 
developments in biotechnology, the commodification of healthcare, the rise 
of managed care organizations and developments in communication tech-
nology (Jutel, 2009, pp. 284–286; May et al., 2006; Nettleton et al., 2005b). 
Rather than speaking of a ‘lay perspective’, we approach ES as a process of 
self-diagnosis in order to capture the ‘medical’ efforts of its sufferers. 

Appealing to medical technique, however, is no guarantee of success. 
People ‘eager for medicalization’ (Becker & Nachtigall, 1992, p. 456) can find 
themselves in even more deviant positions if the treatment is unsuccessful, 
leading to a dual failure. Ettore (2000), for example, shows that reproductive 
technologies convey the implicit message that women who use them are 
‘bad reproducers’. While assisted reproduction offers a solution, failure here 
means that women fail once more. The normalization implied by medical-
ization is then lost. 

The present paper approaches medicalization from the perspective of the 
sociology of risk and uncertainty. We define risk as ‘the projection of uncer-
tain expectation, viewed in terms of randomness, about the occurrence of a 
negatively valued outcome category within a selected time frame’ (Heyman 
et al., 2010, p. 19). This definition conceptualizes risk on an epistemological 
level and unites risk and uncertainty. Applying the concept of ‘categoriza-
tion’ as employed by Heyman et al. (2010), we examine a number of ques-
tions that arise from treating any range of phenomena as a single health 
‘condition’. How do people individually and collectively homogenize diverse 
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sensations under the umbrella of a single new category? How do advocates 
for the existence of a condition differentiate cases from non-cases? How 
do they identify certain experienced or reported sensations as a case of ES 
while excluding others? In line with research on recognition, we focus on 
how patients-to-be position themselves and are affected by health policy. 
We consider ‘the difficulties of living with uncertainty; dealing with legit-
imacy’ and [sufferers’] resistance to psychological explanations of their 
suffering’ (Nettleton, 2006, p. 1167). 

We contribute to the sociology of health and illness by showing that 
risk categorization can be central to establishing a disease. The process of 
self-diagnosis and the homogenization of complaints remain unfinished 
until the risk-in-the-making becomes socially accepted. When people 
strive to have ‘their disease’ recognized, they often broaden its scope 
by making claims about unaffected people. Their own suffering demon-
strates that others are also at risk (Dumit, 2006; Jacobson, 2000). Jacobson 
describes how women have related bodily complaints to leaking breast 
implants. While this particular claim was successful, others, such as those 
for ‘Chronic Fatigue Syndrome’, have not managed to generate similar 
recognition (Brown et al., 2002), the process that Heyman et al. (2010) call 
‘risk consolidation’. We therefore focus on how people fuse a specific trigger 
(EMF) with a particular outcome (ES) and show that ‘the very processes 
associated with more precise ‘problem solving’ and ‘classification’ do, in 
fact, generate even more uncertainty and anxiety’ (Nettleton, 2006, p. 1167). 

The efforts of people who suffer from medically unexplained symptoms 
to homogenize their sensations and consolidate their claims depend, we 
argue, on ‘discursive opportunities’ within institutional practices (Bröer, 
2006; 2007; Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009; Danforth & Navarro, 2001; Hajer, 
2005; Wetherell et al., 2001; Yanow, 2000). Bröer (2006) further argues that 
a dominant policy discourse influences peoples’ experiences of a situation. 
Dominant policy discourses become points of reference or can even provide 
self-evident definitions of situations, precisely because policy, rather than 
politics, informs people’s everyday lives (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009, p. 353). 
Nevertheless, the disciplinary power of discourse need not be all encom-
passing. While consonant statements or utterances resemble the dominant 
discourse, dissonant statements are partly set against it; autonomous 
positions neither resemble nor argue with the dominant discourse. We 
therefore examine how the dominant policy discourse on this issue enables, 
constrains or fails to impact upon people in their attempts to establish the 
new disease category of ES and the new risk of EMF.
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EMF as a health risk

Electro-hypersensitivity (ES) is a disease category under construction, 
with non-ionizing electromagnetic fields (EMF) proposed as the possible 
trigger. Whereas the ill effects of ionizing EMF (e.g. X-rays) are well known, 
those of non-ionizing EMF (e.g. radio waves) on the human body remain 
contested. Research thus far (e.g. Hardell et al., 2008; Johansson, 2006; 
Kan et al., 2008; Regel et al., 2006; Röösli et al., 2007; Rubin et al., 2010) 
has failed to discover adverse biological effects, except with respect to 
thermal heating for which exposure limits have been established. While 
certain biological effects have been recognized, these are said ‘not to indi-
cate health effects’ (Gezondheidsraad, 2009, p. 97). These results have led 
the World Health Organization (WHO) to define electro-hypersensitivity 
as: ‘an idiopathic environmental intolerance attributed to electromagnetic 
fields (IEI-EMF)’ (Hillert et al., 2006). 

This policy approach frames EMF in electro-technical terms (Hertz, Volt, 
Watt, Tesla). As EMF are not immediately tangible to humans, they can only 
be accounted for through measurement. Health effects need to be estab-
lished in specific experiments such as randomized controlled trials and 
through epidemiological research. Sufferers’ assertions of a causal relation-
ship between exposure and symptoms are made illegitimate through the 
authorities’ claims to expertise.

Yet, there is no consensus here. First of all, the adverse effects of EMF 
have not been ruled out. Specific EMF sources such as power lines and 
MRI equipment are accepted as potential sources of carcinogenic effects 
(cf. Ahlbom et al., 2000). The European Parliament called upon its member 
states in 2009 to recognize ES as a disability (European Parliament, 2009). 
The Council of Europe in May 2011 advised banning the use of cell phones 
and wireless networks in schools and recommended adherence to the ‘as 
low as reasonably achievable’ (ALARA) principles for EMF exposure (Huss, 
2011). On May 31, 2011, the WHO (Baan et al., 2011) reclassified mobile phones 
as ‘possibly carcinogenic’. Because of the shared supposed risk factor, refer-
ence to the risk of cancer also amplifies the urgency and relevance of ES. 

In the Netherlands, the Health Council, the national government’s 
authoritative scientific advisory board on health issues (Gezondheidsraad, 
2012), closely follows the WHO when it states that the symptoms expe-
rienced by ES sufferers are due to a combination of an attribution effect 
(existing complaints are tied to an environmental factor) and a nocebo 
effect (complaints arising because an environmental factor is perceived as 
harmful) (Gezondheidsraad, 2009, p. 101). This psychosomatic approach 
informs policies that aim to manage the perception and communication of 
risk, both in the Netherlands and abroad (Barnett et al., 2007; Burgess, 2002; 
Drake, 2006; Siegrist et al., 2005; Stilgoe, 2007). 
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Rapid technological advances and vested commercial interests influence 
policymaking, risk communication and epidemiological research (Kheifets 
et al., 2010). Without questioning the ‘rollout’ of mobile phone technology 
and other EMF equipment, many countries have adopted limited precau-
tionary policies for EMF. Such policies in combination with research on the 
health effects of EMF keep alive the possibility of a causal relation between 
EMF and physical distress. Uncertainty regarding the long-term effects 
legitimizes the research, which organized sufferers interpret as support for 
their own claims. 

The lack of agreement on the relation between EMF and ES is visible in 
the naming of the condition as ‘electro-stress’, ‘electro-sensitivity’, ‘electro-
magnetic oversensitivity’, ‘electro-hypersensitivity’, ‘microwave sickness’, 
‘microwave syndrome’ and ‘radiation sickness’. The Dutch organization 
for ES sufferers uses the acronym ‘EHS’. In one of their publications, ES 
is defined as ‘the occurrence that some people react with stress-related 
health problems to certain EMF’ (Schooneveld & Arends-Zimmerman, 2006, 
p. 7). Prevalence is estimated to range between 1.5% (Sweden) and 10% 
(Germany) of the population (Rubin et al., 2010, p. 2). ES sufferers attribute a 
broad range of symptoms (see Table 16) to EMF exposure – most commonly 
fatigue, headaches and skin problems (Schooneveld & Kuiper, 2008, p. 5). 
These symptoms, the causes of which are often hard to explain medically, 
are common in the general population. 

The acronym itself lumps together the constituent parts of the alleged 
illness and mimics medical practice (e.g. CHD, COPD), suggesting an entity 
rather than a set of diverse sensations. Calling the proposed condition 

Table 16. Health complaints as published by ES sufferers*

Category Specific

Neuropsycho-
logical chronic and general fatigue, sleep, focus and memory problems

Behavioral irritable, aggressive, depressive, autistic, hyperactive, nervous

Neurological headaches, tinnitus, cramps, pressure in the head

Sensory blurry vision (mouches volantes), loss of sense of smell, hearing problems

Skin dry skin, eczema, infections, pimples, itching, painful eyebrows

Immune system swelling of mucous membranes of nose and eyes, itching, skin rashes

Cardiovascular heart fibrillation, high blood pressure

Hormonal heightened stress hormone, hypoglycemia

*Note: Derived (translated by author) from the leaflet Gezondheidsklachten door overgevoe-
ligheid voor elektromagnetische velden (PGM, 2008, p. 5). 
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‘EHS’ makes it resemble similar disorders, for example multiple chemicals 
sensitivity (MCS) or chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS). ES sufferers seek to 
establish the risk of EMF exposure by repeating particular storylines that 
equate EMF to initially contested but now established triggers like asbestos 
or smoking. If accepted, analogies such as these help construct scientific 
uncertainty as a specific risk.

Finally, ES sufferers reframe the fact that ES consists of common 
ailments. Since electromagnetic fields are everywhere, they can account for 
numerous health complaints. Through acronym use, particular storylines 
and particular interpretations of evidence, the issue is broadened in a partic-
ular way. ES sufferers claim that they are more sensitive to EMF than the 
rest of the population, and they present an ‘early warning’ for what awaits 
others. We call this the ‘canary in a coalmine’ argument. We hold that this is 
one central element of EMF risk consolidation. 

The question considered in detail below is how ES sufferers interpret 
their condition and move from individual suffering towards a consolidated 
collective risk.

Case study

The current study is part of a larger research project on health complaints 
and political conflicts around electromagnetic fields. We studied 18 ES 
sufferers through participant observation and repeated in-depth interviews 
between September 2008 and January 2009 (see Tables 17 and 18), with 
follow up observations in 2011. Observations took place in participants’ 
homes, where most interviews were also conducted, at two occasions of 
EMF measurement, at public local government meetings and at national 
and international scientific meetings. These observations were supple-
mented by interviews with representatives of ‘patient’ organizations and 
health policymakers in the Netherlands. Participants were found through 
snowballing, beginning with a contact in the Dutch ES organization. While 
names and addresses were sometimes hard to obtain, almost all of those 
whom we were able to contact did agree to participate. Deriving contacts 
via the ES organization ensured an initial bias in the sample towards 
politically active, middle-aged males. Although we managed to find more 
females and politically inactive respondents, the older people continued to 
predominate, with an average age of 49.3 years. 

Our collection of data was designed to be representative of the kinds 
of practices engaged in by ES sufferers. The interpretation of data aimed 
to both reconstruct the search for diagnosis and the use of dominant 
(discursive) practices, combining inductive and deductive methods (Hsieh & 
Shannon, 2005; Mayring, 2000). Our interpretations were validated through 
repeated joint coding and analysis sessions. 
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The research design was necessarily retrospective and cross-sectional, 
as we only approached people who identified themselves as suffering from 
ES. This meant that all those whom we interviewed had dissonant or auton-
omous positions vis-à-vis the dominant policy discourse. Because ES is not 
recognized within the dominant discourse, a consonant position would not 
lead to identification with ES. Our sample also excluded those who found 
solutions for their physical complaints within other, established medical 
trajectories. 

Table 17. Overview of ES participants, sorted by years of complaints

Partici-
pant* Age* Sex Occupation Years of com-

plaints
Years of 
‘ES’

Publicly 
active

Hans** 74 M retired 27 27 yes

Eleanor 62 F retired 15 3 no

Maria** 51 F medical assistant 13 10 no

Klaas 54 M janitor 13 5 no

Nick*** 30 M unemployed 12 8 no

Gert 59 M EMF measurement 10 11 somewhat

Mark** 56 M unemployed 10 6 no

Fred** 47 M EMF measurement 8 7.5 no

Joost 51 M driver 6 4 no

Abe** 53 M manager 5 5 yes

Winnie*** 29 F secretary 5 4.5 no

Joop** 56 M medical profes-
sional 5 4 somewhat

Patricia 19 F student 5 2 no

Johan** 53 M public relations 4 4 yes

Erik 40 M unemployed 4 3.5 yes 

Moniek 55 F part-time activities 4 3 yes

Mia 36 F medical profes-
sional 1.5 0.5 no

Yvonne 63 F retired 0 12 somewhat

N = 18
*Name and age altered for anonymity  ** Interviewed/met several times  *** Interviewed with 
spouse
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Consolidating a disease category: Self-diagnosing ES 

We now turn to the everyday practices through which ES sufferers invoke 
the category of ES and the risk of EMF. While only a small number of ES 
sufferers struggle for its recognition as a physical impairment in the public 
realm, this process of self-diagnosis appears to be a necessary prerequi-
site for them to enter the political arena. The current section focuses on 
the most typical practices of individual ES sufferers, which we present as 
a sociological description of an illness-‘career’. The following section will 
address the interplay between policy and sufferers’ efforts to have ES and 
the risk of EMF recognized.

A dual failure
Suffering from ES begins with physical complaints. Respondents mentioned 
spontaneous symptoms that they did not initially relate to EMF. They did, 
however, strive to identify specific devices and locations as a cause:

I think it was 2004 … when I went to buy a new car. I went for test 
drives, and, well, symptoms differed, but usually it was the case 
that during or shortly after the test drive I experienced symptoms 
[Example 19: Joop, Man, 51]. 

When the symptoms endured, most respondents first turned to their 
general practitioner (GP): 

Table 18. Overview of observation sites

Observations Location Date

Local government (roundtable 
meeting) Blaricum 17 September 2008

EMF measurements (2x) Zoetermeer/Hoogmade 16 October 2008

Local government hearing Amsterdam Noord 18 November 2008

Klankbordgroep meeting 2 Ken-
nisplatform EMV Den Bosch 20 November 2008

Board meeting Foundation EHS Amersfoort 27 November 2008

UMTS research stakeholder 
workshop (UvA) Amsterdam 9 January 2009

EU EMF Workshop (SCENHIR) Brussels (Belgium) 11-12 February 2009

ZonMW research committee Utrecht 30 September 2010

RIVM Mini-symposium Utrecht 1 February 2011

ZonMW research committee Utrecht 5 October 2011
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I had a lot of symptoms, so I wanted to know their cause, especially the 
tingling sensation in my fingers and hands. The GP said that this is almost 
always the precursor of a heart attack [Example 20: Klaas, Man, 54]. 

Our respondents generally received an initial response confirming their 
suffering combined with a medical explanation. They were prescribed 
medicine or were referred to specialists, most often  neurologists or 
psychologists. None of these avenues, however, provided the hoped-for 
result, namely diagnosis, treatment and reduction of suffering. Here, we 
encounter the first failure. The symptoms are not medicalized in a way that 
the patient can accept, and the sufferers are not allowed entry into the 
‘sick-role’ on their own terms. As Marc (male, 56) remarks: 

I cannot go to my GP anymore. We’re not having a fight, but it’s just 
that … they keep on coming with a penicillin treatment or antibiotic 
[Example 21: Marc, Man, 56]. 

But this is not only due to the lack of successful treatment:

At a certain moment you are seen as a hypochondriac… [Example 
22: Klaas, Man, 54].

Most respondents kept on searching for explanations for their suffering. 
The initial connection with electromagnetic fields was established through 
remarks made by colleagues or acquaintances (10), information on the 
internet (6) or TV/newspaper coverage (3). Internet sources most often 
became relevant at a later stage, as they confirmed initial hunches. It is 
here – online – that our respondents encountered the concept of ‘ES’: 

We’d read an article … that nowadays one is better off searching 
for symptoms on Google than going to your GP. That’s what we 
did, and the first hit was StopUMTS!6 That was when we knew what 
was wrong [Example 23: Abe, Man, 53]. 

The strongest confirmation of their ES diagnosis came from contact 
with specialists – ‘building biologists’ – who measure EMF in the living 
environment. These rather culturally oriented biologists posit that the 
built environment and its construction methods affect inhabitants’ health 
and general well being7. The two building biologists we encountered 
were self-made experts working specifically with EMF exposure. In 

6  In the Dutch language, the first relevant hit on Google with the term ‘UMTS’ (Universal Mobile Tele-
communications System, the common standard for the third generation of mobile phone technology) is 
StopUMTS (StopUMTS, 2016). One participant referred to this up-to-date database on EMF and health 
information and protest as his ‘Bible’. Most view it as the most important Dutch source of information.

7  See: IBN, 2012. 
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determining whether EMF in homes exceed specific exposure limits8 

 – limits that differ from the Dutch policy – these building biologists make 
use of measuring devices that render EMF tangible:

And he brought an antenna and, in his other hand, a calculator with 
numbers growing larger and larger depending on the amount of 
radiation. And if it starts to make a lot of noise, then it is really a 
source with lots of radiation [Example 24: Mia, Woman, 36]. 

The sounds were not only interpreted in relation to radiation:

[The sound resembles] a monster from the movies and you get quite 
scared. Especially from the high frequency sound from a screen, then 
you hear a monstrous, weird, sound [Example 25: Erik, Man, 40].

Alongside the sounds, the devices are equipped with lights and a numbered 
display that turns EMF into observable fact. The equipment can resemble 
Geiger counters, thereby adding to the threat. These auditory and visual 
phenomena helped to establish the ‘physical’ reality of ES. Respondents 
hoped that an ‘anomaly’, a too high exposure to EMF, would be found. The 
identification of strong fields answered their questions:

I must say that after the measurement I have not been searching 
anymore, as it was just plain clear what was wrong [Example 26: 
Mia, Woman, 36]. 

Our respondents then tried to address the source of the electromagnetic 
fields: switching off the cell phone or shutting off the electricity at night. 
We identified a process of self-help and experimentation, with people 
seeking out different EMF sources and testing their bodily effects: 

You just feel it in your body … You are your own laboratory. You 
just know to avoid that computer, that you cannot watch the televi-
sion too long [Example 27: Eleanor, Woman, 62].

Gradually, people learn how to read their electromagnetic environment 
using both their bodies and measuring devices: 

You learn to distinguish the C2000, that’s like buzz, buzz, buzz here 
in the house. An enormous scratching sound or a high peep. That’s 
all C2000, yes [Example 28: Moniek, Woman, 55].

8  The standards applied by these specialists are the German Building Biology standards (SBM2008), which 
are well below the limits set by the Dutch Health Council and the International Commission on Non-
Ionizing Radiation Protection (ICNIRP) (IBN, 2008). 
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These experiments confirm the diagnosis and guide people to restructure 
their daily lives in terms of where to stay, which equipment to use, etc. 
Consideration of EMF starts to shape action. 

Discovery and corporal tangibility together create the self-diagnosis 
‘ES’. Sufferers then return to their GP equipped with this diagnosis but find 
scant support. Many respondents reported similar experiences:

My GP thought of it as nonsense [Example 29: Moniek, Woman, 55].

He just kept me waiting, on purpose, for hours and hours [Example 
30: Eleanor, Woman, 62].

I was thrown out of the [waiting] room [Example 31: Erik, Man, 40].

We call this dual failure because it involves failing both to be diagnosed 
with an established medical category and to get recognition for the alter-
native label ES. What remains is ‘embodied doubt’ (Nettleton, 2006), as 
dissonance between one’s own diagnosis and dominant biomedical cate-
gories is experienced through physical symptoms. 

Consequences of dual failure

As physical complaints endure, ES becomes a chronic condition in a 
dangerous environment. People begin tinkering with their illness outside 
the established medical domain, strengthening their bodies through 
fitness training, diet, food supplements or medicine; they also consult 
alternative practitioners in order to improve their immune systems. As far 
as is possible, ES sufferers try to remove the sources of EMF or shield their 
bodies from their effects. Shielding consists of reflection or absorption. 
The cheapest but imperfect solution is to apply aluminum foil to one’s 
walls. Absorption is more expensive, with gauze and paint containing 
carbon particles applied to windows, walls and floors. A house can also 
be ‘sanitized’ completely by rewiring its electrical circuits. An EMF-free 
cocoon round the body can be created: 

It is about the three cubic meters around your body [Example 32: 
Fred, Man, 47]. 

We encountered EMF-reflecting boxer shorts, cosmetics, mosquito nets, 
curtains (Figure 6), absorbing cones (Figure 7), carpets and shielded 
computers (Figure 8). 
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While the measures taken depend on economic resources, what 
appears to be an extensive EMF market does not directly promote the ES 
label. Nevertheless, the existence of these products seemed to strengthen 
the idea among our respondents that exposure to EMF has negative health 
effects. Outside the home, where the sources of EMF cannot be controlled, 
people adjust their behavior by, for example, shopping for groceries early 
in the morning when alleged ‘radiation’ is said to be less intense. Some 
sufferers even flee from urban environments to special cabins in EMF-free 
areas or to shielded mobile homes (Figure 9). Ultimately, though, there is no 
place to hide: 

Antennas are everywhere, and their number keeps growing. I can 
sell my house, but where do I go? Do I need to go to the mountains 
or something [Example 33: Mia, Woman, 36]?

Figure 6. Gauze-like reflective curtains Figure 7. Cones made of ‘bio-resonant’ 
minerals (Photos taken by respondents)

Figure 8. A troublesome source. Notice the oval 
‘BioProtect card’ beneath the screen.

Figure 9. A ‘sanitized’ camper with foil on it’s 
windows (Photos taken by respondents)
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Most participants state that successful field management and periods of 
recuperation make them feel stronger and more able to cope with their 
unrecognized impairment. Self-diagnosing with ES coincides with feelings 
of isolation, frustration and uncertainty. Daily encounters can be trouble-
some: 

You come across all sorts. People who take a distance, people who 
say nothing. That is the largest category, those who just stay silent 
… You feel a distance growing [Example 34: Joop, Man, 56].

People sometimes use their measuring devices to render EMF visible to 
others. But this is a delicate step:

You know, I try to warn friends. My friend has cancer and has two 
DECT phones. Her boyfriend has sleeping problems … So I said, ‘You 
should throw out that phone’. But then everybody says, ‘No, we’re not 
in any trouble’. You know, that connection is never made. So usually I 
do not talk much about it [Example 35: Maria, Woman, 51].

To avoid EMF exposure at work or from neighbors, respondents needed to 
involve others, but this was challenging:

I cannot visit someone with a DECT phone. You just cannot explain 
that [Example 36: Marc, Woman, 56].

The often-mentioned fear of social stigma also serves to silence ES sufferers:

But my colleagues, they’re a bit out of my social circle, and I am 
afraid that they will talk behind my back, like, ‘What a weird girl’. Do 
you know what I mean [Example 37: Patricia, Woman, 19]?

When they are too sick to work, ES sufferers must discuss the issue with 
their employers and co-workers. Usually they are referred to a physician. 
Although some respondents had positive experiences, physicians either 
have to diagnose them as physically fit or as psychologically unfit to work. 
To be entitled to government benefits, one has to accept the dominant 
psychosomatic understanding of ES. 

In summary, in the process of self-diagnosis, ES sufferers identify a 
specific environmental trigger (EMF) and link it to a particular outcome, 
their medically unexplained bodily sensations. For those afflicted with ES, 
EMF are more than a risk. They are demonstrably harmful, i.e. a risked 
adverse ‘event’ that has actually happened. They substantiate their belief 
in the riskiness of EMF through anecdotal evidence and personal experi-
ments that mimic dominant scientific practices. Nevertheless, recognition 
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of their impairment remains elusive. At this point, some people engage in 
political struggle to have ES recognized, translating their own suffering 
into a risk for the whole population. 

This order of events is not just a sociological description of a ‘career’ 
but is crucial for the perceived legitimacy of their claims. On several occa-
sions, ES sufferers explained that bodily symptoms came first, followed by a 
search for patterns (ES) and then for explanations (EMF). The political move 
to establish the illness category, they claim, follows upon their failure to 
obtain necessary help. 

From private suffering to a public at risk

ES sufferers argue that they are involuntarily exposed to risk from electro-
magnetic fields. While they can control exposure at home, they have little 
control over sources in the public realm, such as GSM/UMTS antennas. 
They therefore lobby those who control exposure to these technologies 
and who could legitimize their suffering and the ES label, particularly 
government health policymakers and health professionals. This upward 
gaze is common within health social movements (Brown & Zavestoski, 
2004) and is particularly strong in the Netherlands (Duyvendak & Neder-
land, 2007). This section is concerned with ways in which ES sufferers 
have organized politically.

At present, there is one support group for ES sufferers in the Nether-
lands – the ES Foundation, established in 2001 with about 300 members. 
Alongside organizing internal support and contacts, the group aims to raise 
awareness for ES, promoting research and evaluating its results, talking in 
person to key scientists and policymakers and participating in policy consul-
tations. The Foundation is critical of industry involvement in research and 
policymaking and argues for precaution in uncertain matters. 

Members of the Foundation are often highly critical of the national 
government, the telecom providers and the Dutch Health Council, asserting 
that economic interests rather than health concerns are leading the debate. 
The government, they argue, should not be led by the ‘thermal consensus’ 
(Stilgoe, 2007) and should be sufficiently cautious of scientific uncertainty. 
Although this message is repeated locally, nationally and internationally, 
the Foundation’s attempts to gain recognition are heavily influenced by how 
health policymakers and scientists understand ES – that is, by the dominant 
discourse. 

Influencing the research agenda 
Scientific research is key to the Foundation’s attempts to establish ES as 
a recognized disease. It has organized several small-scale surveys and 
turned to universities for different kinds of research. We first encountered 
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this Foundation when they tried to involve us in scientific research. We 
co-authored two proposals for a sociological study on labeling processes 
and participated marginally in an EU-wide proposal for an epidemiological 
study. All proposals were turned down. In the meantime, we got a closer 
look at how the research was meant to be used. 

 For example, the Foundation issued a survey amongst its members 
and then published the results in English (Schooneveld & Kuiper, 2008). The 
survey explicitly aimed to:

Assess the E[H]S problem through close contacts with electrosen-
sitives and to find out: What kind of health problems do they have? 
Is there a characteristic marker symptom for the condition of E[H]
S? Is there a common risk factor in the way of specific electromag-
netic fields from appliances and installations? What medical and 
paramedical help, or which alternative (complementary) therapies 
have they sought [Example 38: Schooneveld & Kuiper, 2008, p. 1]?

The text, in speaking of ‘the ES problem’, first of all reifies ES as a category 
that corresponds to a naturally existing phenomenon. It is taken as a given 
in the search for a more specific cause. Our interviews with the Founda-
tion’s board members revealed that they were clear about the strategic 
implications of their language. Demonstrating a ‘characteristic marker 
symptom’ and a ‘common risk factor’ was meant to establish ES in the 
eyes of politicians and scientists, especially at the Dutch Health Council. 
The strategy concurs with dominant claims of expertise and validity, which 
value epidemiological above personal evidence. ES sufferers also often 
point to ‘other’ peer-reviewed articles and other (less established) experts 
(e.g. Sage & Carpenter, 2007). 

Members of the ES Foundation, however, have different positions. 
While some present themselves as fully convinced about the existence of 
ES and the associated risk of EMF, others remain uncertain. For the latter, 
research is also a way to explore the causes of their own ill health. Politically 
active members also debate the necessity of distinguishing true ES cases 
from the non-cases, the ‘real’ ES sufferers from the fake ones. Especially in 
situations where health professionals and government officials are present, 
these members deliberately divide the ES-population into two groups: the 
real sufferers who actively search for help and those who claim to be ES 
sufferers but are in fact ‘whiners’, ‘hysterics’ or ‘free riders’. The Foundation’s 
board members thus concur with their critics that ES can be psychosomatic. 
They subdivide their constituency partly in response to such criticism, for 
example, when they adapt a diagnostic ‘screening tool’ for ES complaints, 
developed in the US and the UK, to the Dutch situation (Eltiti et al., 2007). 
To gain legitimacy through alignment with established ‘epistemic powers’ 
(Wynne, 2008), they asked us and other established and non-established 
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scientists to participate in their research.
The actions of the ES Foundation have had some effect over the past 

three years. Its members now sit on several research and risk communi-
cation advisory committees. The Foundation participates in the National 
Knowledge Platform on EMF and Health, which was established by the 
government in 2007 (KP, 2012). Several studies financed by the Dutch 
program on EMF and Health (17 million Euros over six years) address the 
issue of ES. At least one of its epidemiological surveys incorporates parts 
of the Foundation’s ES survey. In other research projects, the Foundation 
supplies respondents for (experimental) research. 

We were able to observe the position of the ES Foundation on several 
occasions, including at a recent meeting of the Dutch EMF and Health 
research program. Several members used ES as a self-evident label when 
talking about ‘people with ES’. The Foundation’s representative (Joop, man, 
56) repeatedly displayed his scientific stance by showing respect ‘to all 
possible conclusions of research’. As on earlier occasions, he argued that 
psychological factors can play a role in ES, and these need to be separated 
from the ‘real’ effects of EMF. When one study alluded to media attention 
as a source of EMF worries among the general population, the chairman 
referred to Joop for his particular position on the psychosomatic causes of 
ES. Answering as a spokesman for ES sufferers, he replied: 

Do you think it might be possible that people become worried 
because they can actually see the effects of EMF when they talk 
to ES sufferers? I mean, long-term ecological changes and the like 
cannot be made visible or tangible, but the effect of EMF is visible 
in us [Example 39: Joop, Man, 56, paraphrased from field notes]! 

This quote is based on the idea of the ‘canary in the coalmine’. Joop 
conceptualizes ES sufferers as ‘proof’ of other health effects of EMF than 
carcinogenic effects. This idea also came to the fore in the quotation by 
Maria, cited above, and in the analogies discussed earlier.

From precaution to care
While there is some recognition for people suffering from ES, current Dutch 
policy does not recognize EMF as a risk. Nevertheless, we know from expert 
deliberations that are not yet public that a policy of care may be set up. The 
proposed position is that, regardless of the nature of the causes of ES, its 
sufferers should be helped by addressing their symptoms and, for example, 
providing information on how to minimize EMF-exposure. Lowering EMF 
exposure might even be part of the care approach. This position can be 
illustrated by the attention that the media and authorities gave to a recent 
case in the south of the Netherlands. Here, a father argued for mobile 
phone antennas on a church to be shut down because they were affecting 
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his ES-suffering daughter. Despite the absence of scientific evidence, the 
people involved felt compelled to act and therefore shut down the antenna. 

While this proposed policy of care may be seen as humane, it can also 
be seen as a way to depoliticize the issue. This stance once more confronts 
people who claim to suffer from ES with the question of whether they want 
to subscribe to a policy that does not fully recognize the alleged cause of 
their condition. The policy of care may also indirectly – and unintentionally 
from the perspective of policymakers – contribute to establishing EMF as 
a health risk. A wider public may also ask why people are cared for if their 
condition is without a proper cause. 

Conclusion: Risk categorization and diagnosis

How are risks established? How do we decide what is threatening from the 
ongoing stream of sensations and considerations? This paper examines an 
emergent health condition, and its claimed trigger – hypersensitivity (ES) 
to electromagnetic fields (EMF) emitted by mobile phones, WIFI and other 
sources. As this condition may yet be recognized over the coming years, 
we are witnessing the process of risk categorization as it unfolds. We argue 
that this process can be central to establishing the societal presence of a 
disease category and its associated sick-role.  

The case of ES shows how people deal with uncertainties about the 
health effects of modern technology when suffering from undiagnosed 
bodily complaints. ES sufferers employ a range of policy-relevant prac-
tices – surveys, research, self-experiments, entering into alliances with 
established parties (universities) and lobbying – to try to homogenize their 
diverse complaints under the umbrella of a single category. They routinely 
distinguish between cases (‘real ES’) and non-cases (‘fake ES’) and attempt 
to align themselves with health policymakers and scientists and accommo-
date skeptics in their efforts to achieve recognition. 

ES sufferers diagnose their own condition and seek to consolidate the 
EMF risk by projecting their claims onto a wider public. They fuse a specific risk 
factor (EMF) and particular outcomes (ES) through personal experiments with 
EMF exposure. While these experiments are intended to prove the adverse 
effects of EMF exposure, make EMF tangible and mimic dominant scientific 
practices, they fail to establish official recognition. In particular, the episte-
mological value of their own bodily sensations is cast in doubt and reframed 
as psychosomatic by others. We argue that establishing a particular risk to 
health serves to create a sick-role. Yet, in contrast to its conceptualization in 
functionalist theory, ES sufferers work against the authority of health profes-
sionals, making strong discordant knowledge claims. While this has been 
demonstrated in earlier research, our contribution focuses on the specific role 
of risk construction in the struggle for recognition of a new disease category. 
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By focusing on policy and research, ES sufferers have sought to resolve 
their enduring and embodied uncertainty by attempting to obtain recogni-
tion of ES as a functional impairment. While organized ES sufferers have 
succeeded in garnering attention from the relevant authorities, they have 
been unable to establish EMF as the cause of their symptoms. ES sufferers 
take their own plight as proof of the probability of adverse effects of EMF 
exposure. If harm is real for them, it is a risk to others. They position them-
selves as the proverbial canary in the coalmine, whose problems should 
instill fear in others. This claim is supported by self-experimentation, the 
use of particular analogies and acronyms and, sometimes, literally ‘warning’ 
others. But ES is neither felt nor feared by the broader public. ‘Projection’ 
fails, and the risk remains unaccepted. The findings from our respondents’ 
‘own laboratories’ remain anecdotes within the dominant policy discourse, 
and thus, ES sufferers face a dual failure: suffering from medically unex-
plained symptoms and identifying with a deviant, politically and medically 
unrecognized label.

Circumvention of this lack of recognition is attempted by trying to trigger 
fear among the general population and hold political authorities account-
able. Most ES sufferers are privately rather certain about their condition, 
but in public they repeatedly stress scientific uncertainty. As ‘the lens of 
risk provides one particularly modern way of thinking about contingency’ 
(Heyman et al., 2010, p. 24), these efforts seem typical for late modern soci-
eties in which risk management and risk aversion are key cultural concerns. 
Risk and uncertainty provide for discursive opportunities that enable but 
also constrain the efforts of ES sufferers to mobilize and gain recognition. 
In this sense, as Nettleton (2006) also argues, risk categorization in itself 
produces new areas of uncertainty and lessens our ability to deal with it. 
Establishing EMF risks produces fears of ES and of uncertainty itself. This 
further blurs the boundary between health and illness. 

Recently, we have witnessed a partial recognition of ES by the Dutch 
government and international bodies. Nevertheless, Dutch policy tries to 
avoid recognizing EMF as a cause of ill health. Instead, envisioned care 
schemes only address symptoms and explicitly bracket the question of 
causality. This response, we argue, involves an attempt by health scientists 
and industry to depoliticize the issue. It once more confronts people who 
claim to suffer from ES with the question of whether they want to subscribe 
to a policy that does not recognize the alleged cause of their condition. 
Care might also – unintentionally from the perspective of policymakers – 
contribute to establishing EMF as a risk. Since the dominant policy still keeps 
the possibility alive that ES might be recognized in the future, sufferers 
remain in a ‘liminal state of being’ (Shildrick, 2002). 
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Introduction

This article seeks to understand differences in courses of local protest 
from an interactionist discourse perspective by focusing on local policy. 
We approach policymaking and implementation as a meaning-making 
activity (Hajer, 1995; Schmidt, 2008) that offers citizens opportunities to 
mobilize in protest (Bröer, 2007; 2008, Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009). The 
extant literature often ties discursive opportunities to national (media) 
discourse (see e.g. Koopmans & Olzak, 2004), which leaves variation in 
the course of protest within single national discursive spaces unexplained. 
Elaborating on Karapin (2007) and our earlier work, we examine here how 
local policy discourses mediate between national contexts and (expected) 
contentious action by citizens. 

We argue that distinct local policy discourses develop when municipal 
policymakers anticipate citizen protest or respond to citizens’ claims while 
translating national policy and collaborating with industry and other 
stakeholders. Local variations in policy discourse emerge through these 
interactions, which then shape courses of contention and their outcomes. 
We particularly focus on how local discursive practices enable or hamper 
opposition to grow into collective action and policy change. With this 
approach, our intention is to assess protest outcomes (Uba, 2009). Our 
contribution refines cultural approaches to social movement theory, which 
tend to reify national discursive contexts; focusing on local interactions in 
the formation of discourse allows us to better understand within-country 
variation in the course of contentious collective action.

We develop our argument with an interpretive case comparison of 16 
histories of mobile phone cell site deployment in the Netherlands. To avoid 
sampling on the dependent variable (McAdam & Boudet, 2012), our case 
selection includes instances of contentious as well as non-contentious 
engagement between citizenry, municipality and industry. We show that 
municipal policymakers’ definitions of their responsibilities concerning 
citizens’ (expected) objections to cell sites impact how siting issues are 
defined and tackled, the course of protest and, at times, the eventual location 
of cell sites. In short: the local discourse of an issue explains within country 
variation in the development of contentious actions. 

Cell site deployment
Cell phone technology forms a worldwide net with a marked local 
footprint. Barely 20 years after the introduction of the cellular phone, 
803 wireless network operators rely on roughly 1.4 million masts (Huss, 
2011, p. 2) to service some 5 billion subscriptions around the world.10 Cell 
sites are contested worldwide (Borraz, 2011; Burgess, 2004; Drake, 2006; 

10  See: Telecomsnetwork, 2012 and ITU, 2010. We exclude here the Mobile Virtual Network Operators (MVNO).
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Law &McNeish, 2007; Stilgoe, 2007), with concerns often focusing on 
the uncertainty surrounding their effects on health (Baan et al., 2011). In 
Europe, 33% of the public reportedly believe that exposure to cell phone 
masts significantly affects their health (TNS, 2010). Elsewhere, we have 
shown how cell phone technology has become medicalized through the 
practices of risk governance (Bröer, Duyvendak & Stuiver, 2010; see also 
Burgess, 2004; De Graaff, Bröer, & Wester, 2015; Van der Linden, 2010) 
and how scientific research, ministerial funding and para-governmental 
advice emerge as ‘engines of medicalization’ (Conrad, 2007). While our 
larger research project focuses on the emergence of health worries in risk 
governance more broadly, here we specifically attend to different courses 
of mobilization against the deployment of cell sites in the Netherlands. 

Contention and policy discourse 

Our approach distinctively combines political and cultural theories of 
protest. Since the 1980s, the cultural approach to social movements 
has demonstrated the importance of narratives, frames and discourses 
(e.g. Benford & Snow, 2000; Polletta & Jasper, 2001) in group and claim 
formation. In political process theory, this has given rise to the concept of 
‘discursive opportunities’ (Koopmans & Olzak, 2004), generally referring 
to media frames and culturally available ways of legitimizing protest. Later 
on, the argument was expanded to mean that all opportunities have to be 
perceived as such by potential protesters (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009). 

Meaning making has often been approached as media framing (Hajer, 
2009) or storytelling among activists (Polletta, Chen, Gardner, & Motes, 
2011). Here, attention shifts to policymaking and implementation (Hajer, 
1995) that is conceptualized as a public arena where different groups use 
and change culturally available interpretations to attract attention to their 
cause. Importantly, policy discourse does not equal government policy but 
is instead based on discourse coalitions between—potentially opposing—
actors (Hajer, 1995) in governance networks. In our case, cell site deployment 
policy discourse is heavily influenced by industry practices as well as the 
history of earlier protest.

Discourse theory often assumes the nation to be the primary field of 
policy and contention, prompting the question of how to understand local 
variations in protest. Our answer here is straightforward: by studying 
interactions between local actors, in our case interactions between municipal 
governments, industry representatives and concerned citizens (Verhoeven & 
Bröer, 2015). Our approach is thus localized in two ways. Geographically, we 
study specific cases; politically, we disaggregate ‘the state’ and oppositional 
groups by focusing on localized discursive opportunities and emerging 
(rather than given) actors and strategies. 
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A policy discourse delineates what people can legitimately do, say and 
feel in a given situation (cf. Flam, 2003; Grootegoed, Bröer & Duyvendak, 2012; 
Verhoeven, 2009). Policy discourses offer citizens discursive opportunities 
to engage with issues of public concern, with concrete policy measures 
suggesting politically legitimate ways to cognitively and emotionally frame 
contentious issues. For example, radio-frequent electromagnetic field (RF 
EMF) exposure limits, established by international and national bodies 
like the ICNIRP (1996), are meant to safeguard public health during cell site 
deployment and at the same time direct people’s attention to the health 
effects of exposure. 

More specifically, we show that discourses contain framing and feeling 
rules (Hochschild, 1979) that ‘ascribe definitions or meanings to situations’ 
and provide guidelines on what people can legitimately feel in these situations 
(such as fear or anger) (Hochschild, 1979, p. 566). We find that the stance of 
municipalities towards citizen protest affects the framing and feeling rules 
about the installation of cell sites in that particular municipality. As citizens 
can also contribute to what is at stake when a cell site is deployed, initial 
objections can grow into sustained collective action and ultimately impact 
supra-local policy creation. Such significant outcomes of local protest occur 
only when both citizens and local authorities simultaneously ‘sense and 
seize’ (Bröer & Duyvendak, 2012) the (discursive) opportunities to protest 
cell site deployment in national level policy discourse. 

  
Comparative case study

To assess the influence of local government–citizen interactions and 
policy discourses on courses of contention, we compare cases of cell site 
deployment in the Netherlands. Data were collected through the study 
of policy documents, newspaper articles and websites, interviews with 
stakeholders and participant and non-participant observations. Cases 
were retrospectively reconstructed and prospectively followed from 2008 
to the end of 2013. Although this article only reports on variation within 
contentious cases, our research project data include the full range of 
cases from those without contention to cases of outright protest in order 
to understand ‘the dynamics of emergent collective action’ (McAdam & 
Boudet, 2012). 

In our case selection, we also ensured balance between the most 
urbanized and rural areas of the Netherlands. Interactions were reconstructed 
both chronologically and discursively, focusing on how different actors, 
particularly local policymakers, define the issue and its public, as well as 
the responses of citizens to these definitions. In these interactions, framing 
and feeling rules are recognizable as ‘set[s] of practices’ (Hajer, 2005, p. 
303), in which ‘cognitive schemata of interpretation [and] the emotional 
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appeals presented by collective actors’ (Verhoeven & Duyvendak, 2015, 
p. 5) are combined. We hold that framing and feeling are observable in 
language. Framing is, in line with Goffman (1974, p. 21), a primary ‘schemata 
of interpretation’. We focus, in particular, on ‘diagnostic framing’, which 
means how actors identify the problem and what is attributed to that 
problem (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 615). Next, we assume that feelings are 
also observable in language and do not focus on unconscious, unexplained 
bodily sensations. We consider a researcher to be capable of recognizing 
and categorizing feelings and their appropriateness in particular situations 
(Jasper, 2011, p. 14). 

We first performed an inductive analysis of the material (Mayring, 
2000; Yanow, 2000) and then aimed to delineate the specific feeling and 
framing rules (Hochschild, 1979). Next, we identified types of interaction 
that differed along the following dimensions: the ‘inclusion’ or scope of the 
participation process; the ‘intensity’ or type of communication; and, the 
‘authority’ of the process or its policy and political effects (Fung, 2006). We 
used the qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti  to support the analysis 
and established interpretations in repeated team sessions. 

We followed 16 cases of cell site deployment in detail to examine 
interactions at the municipal level (see Table 19). Ten of these cases were 
researched intensively, including repeated interviews, observations and 
desk research; six cases were studied extensively, through desk research 
only. Our research was often perceived as political in that activists were 
eager to enroll us or criticized us for not speaking out against the deployment 
of masts. 
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The national policy discourse 

There has been opposition to hundreds of cell sites in the Netherlands 
over the past two decades, leading to protests in roughly half of all 
municipalities in the country (Hermans, 2014, p. 11). In the 1990s, a lawsuit 
by municipalities even brought the rollout of the Global System for Mobile 
Communications (GSM) technology to a temporary halt. Protests peaked 
between 2003 and 2005 when social unrest was noted in about 50 (of the 
then 420) municipalities in the country. When we examine these protests 
more closely, we see that they ranged from short-lived complaints to 
sustained collective action. What explains this variation? 

To understand how municipalities differ in their translations of national 
policy and their engagements with citizens, the current section briefly sketches 
the discourse that informs Dutch national policy on cell phone technology. In 
a nutshell, the discourse centers on a technological imperative—cell phone 
technology in its current form is inevitable—coupled to the biomedical 
question of whether exposure to electromagnetic fields (EMF) is a proven 

Table 19. Overview of Cases (N = 16)

Location Course Study Type Sustained 
collective 
action? 

Alkmaar 2010 – 2011 Extensive Rejecting No 

Amersfoort 2005 – 2013 Intensive Tolerating Yes

Amstelveen 2011 – ongoing Intensive Tolerating Yes

Amsterdam Geuzenveld-
Slotermeer

2005 – 2007 Intensive Mediating Yes

Amsterdam (Jordaan) 2013 – ongoing Extensive Mediating Yes

Amsterdam Osdorp/Oud-Sloten 2004 – 2009 Intensive Rejecting No

Amsterdam Oud Zuid 2000 – 2008 Intensive Cooperating Yes

Assendelft 2012 – ongoing Extensive Tolerating Yes 

Breda 2010 – 2011 Extensive Rejecting No 

Egmond ad Hoef (Bergen) 2011 – ongoing Intensive Mediating Yes

Egmond Binnen (Bergen) 2008 – ongoing Intensive Mediating Yes 

Gorinchem 2010 Extensive Rejecting No 

Hengelo 2008 – 2012 Intensive Tolerating Yes 

Hilversum 2009 – ongoing Intensive Mediating Yes 

Valkenswaard 2010 – 2012 Intensive Rejecting Yes 

Wageningen 2012 – ongoing Extensive Mediating Yes 
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health risk, particularly for cancer. Crucially, in its aim to depoliticize the 
deployment of cell phone technology, national legislation has removed much 
of the responsibility for determining cell sites from municipal purview. 

The introduction of GSM technology in the Netherlands in 1990 was 
preceded and accompanied by research on the potential health effects 
of radio-frequent EMF. While this early research (reaching back to the 
mid-1970s) influenced subsequent government policy, concerns were not 
limited to the effects of EMF on human health. The first wave of protests 
against cell sites (1993-1999) also involved conflicts over land use and 
other issues, such as the design of towers. Municipalities were crucial 
actors in this phase, aligning with the complaints of individual citizens and 
supporting protests. Many of the first GSM antennas, it turned out, had 
been erected without building permits. Municipalities went to court over 
this point and halted new installations, thereby threatening the government 
and industry’s aim of creating a nation-wide cellular network. In the period 
when the rollout was most threatened, the auction of new frequencies for 
third generation cell phone technology (UMTS) was on the horizon. The 
national government, in cooperation with industry representatives and the 
Dutch association of municipalities (VNG), responded in 2002 with a new 
‘antenna policy’ that explicitly aimed to secure the rollout of GSM and UMTS 
technology. It curtailed municipal rights for land-use planning; smaller sites 
were completely freed from permit requirements, while larger ones were only 
subject to a ‘light’ procedure. Health concerns were explicitly ruled out as 
a basis for objecting and were deemed irrational and even dangerous since 
they triggered stress responses among the wider population (EZ, 2010). 

The antenna policy harbored contradictions: while it backed the rollout 
of the infrastructure needed for cell telephony and denied any adverse 
effects to human health (except for a well-known thermal effect), it also 
introduced new grounds for citizen protest. Residents had to consent 
to new antennas on their apartment roofs, while industry was obliged to 
hold annual meetings with municipalities to inform them about upcoming 
installations (municipalities maintained discretion over community outreach 
and the extent of citizen participation in the remaining permit procedures). 
Furthermore, while the government earmarked 16.6 million euros for 
research on the health effects of cell sites, public ‘communication’ efforts 
continued to proclaim their safety. 

Unexpectedly, the first large Dutch study on the health effects of UMTS 
and GSM reported adverse effects on self-reported well-being (Zwamborn et 
al., 2003). Media coverage of this report led to the creation of protest groups 
and websites. Although several municipalities again spoke out against the 
installation of cell sites, this time they had fewer legal means to do so. This 
second wave of protest (2003-2006) faded after new research disconfirmed 
the first report (Regel et al., 2006). The secretary of environmental affairs 
stated that there was no question of negative health effects and that the 
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rollout can and must proceed. Still, the same government commissioned 
new research on the health effects of cell sites and thus further medicalized 
the issue of their placement. Activists were invited to ‘consultation’ and 
communication events.

After 2006, attention shifted from general health risks to electro 
hypersensitivity (ES) and the relatively small group of citizens claiming 
to directly suffer from EMF (De Graaff & Bröer, 2012). The government’s 
response was to take their suffering seriously while denying any causal 
relation with exposure to electromagnetic fields. Instead, their ill health was 
often claimed to be psycho-somatic. At present, ES sufferers are in close 
contact with national policymakers, health researchers and communication 
officials. A ‘care policy’ is being debated, which aims to care for ES sufferers 
without mentioning causal mechanisms. While this may effectively 
depoliticize the issue, it could also signal to citizens that there is a real 
medical problem. 

At the same time, industry professionals have largely learned how 
to avoid protests against cell sites. Liaison officers and site acquisition 
professionals know where to find spots for masts that go unnoticed or are 
accepted without protest. Industry keeps a blacklist of municipalities that 
are difficult to deal with. Still, the depoliticization of mast deployment is 
incomplete; repeated protests have occurred in several communities, while 
more masts remain to be placed. 

The policy discourse institutionalized the technological imperative. 
It strengthened the national government and industry, weakened the 
municipalities and medicalized the procedure for determining cell sites. 
Citizens were alerted and endowed with a limited right to object to cell 
sites—that is, their worries were delegitimized and affirmed at the same 
time. In the following section, we focus on local interactions around the 
placement of cell sites within the context of the national policy discourse’s 
partially successful depoliticization of the process. 

Four courses of contentious interaction 

The 16 cases we analyzed here reveal diverging courses of protest, which 
we typify through how municipalities engage with citizens’ current or 
expected objections to the deployment of cell sites: by rejecting all citizen 
claims, by tolerating them, by mediating them and finally, by cooperating 
with citizens. For each type, we show which feeling and framing rules are 
established when local governments and industry engage citizens and 
how the emerging feeling and framing rules influence opportunities for 
opposition to grow into collective action and policy change. Below, we 
present the four types analytically and by way of case examples. Table 20 
summarizes the four types of interaction, discourses and outcomes.
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Before we turn to the case studies, we wish to reiterate that given our 
aim of understanding variation between courses of contention, we focus 
on cases that witnessed at least some protest. In many other cases of mast 
deployment, there was no protest of any kind, as network operators found 
ways to avoid citizen engagement or to engage them only in depoliticizing 
ways (De Graaff, Bröer, & Wester, 2015). 

Rejecting: reproducing dominant feeling and framing rules 
When local governments affirm the technological imperative of national 
policy, by reproducing its feeling and framing rules, they reject citizens’ 
(current or expected) concerns. Trust in science and politics is the main 
legitimate feeling. In these cases, there is no discursive window of 
opportunity in the sense of participation or extended communication. 
When citizens’ engagement is rejected, individual protest rarely becomes 
collective action and typically has no influence on the policy process. 
The local policy discourse does not change, and citizens are not able to 
influence feeling and framing rules. Municipalities reject citizens’ claims 
and worries and refer them back to experts, network providers and the 
national government. Legal steps remain the only political opportunity. 

One of the five examples of this type of interaction in our sample is the 
municipality of Midtown  (approximate population 30,000 and average per capita 

Table 20. Four types of engagement with citizen protest, discourse formation and outcomes

Municipal  
Engagement 

Framing rules 
(discourse)

Feeling rules 
(discourse)

Outcome:
Collective  
action?

Outcome:
Policy changes? 

Rejecting Affirming 
technological 
imperative

Trust 
government and 
science

No sustained 
collective action; 
Individual 
complaints

Marginal;
Juridification

Tolerating Affirming 
technological 
imperative

Tolerating fear, 
visual pollution 
and loss of 
property value

Outbursts, 
no sustained 
collective action 

Research on 
alternative 
locations;
Juridification

Mediating Acknowledging 
conflict; 
Affirming 
technological 
imperative as 
well as health 
frame

Legitimizing 
specific health 
worries

Sustained, 
diverging 
collective 
activism

Local policy- 
creation;
Change of  
location

Co-operating Politicizing and 
including any 
frame 

Legitimizing and 
triggering any 
fear or concern 

Sustained, 
unifying 
collective action 

Redefining  
(local) policy;
Removing masts



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

132

Chapter 7

income). In May 2010, the network provider T-Mobile filed a request to erect a 
cell site in one neighborhood. The municipality soon announced T-Mobile’s 
request, prompting four residents to launch a petition drive. The municipality 
received a formal objection letter signed by 220 residents in June 2010. These 
residents came mainly from the richer, northern part of the neighborhood 
(CBS, 2012). Their main concerns revolved around the value of real estate and 
the visual effect on the landscape, but the petition also mentioned the debate 
on health. The petitioners thus tried to discursively construct the cell site in 
terms that where not legitimated in national policy discourse. 

The municipality stuck to the national policy discourse. The four initiators 
of the petition received an official letter that dismissed their concerns and 
announced that the municipality planned to grant T-Mobile’s request. In its 
response, the municipality did not refer to any of the themes mentioned in 
the petition and stated that cell siting does not warrant either municipal or 
citizen involvement. This reaffirmed the national level policy discourse. The 
municipality’s letter ended by pointing to the opportunity for legal recourse, 
an opportunity the concerned citizens immediately took. 

There was another opportunity that circumvented the dominant 
framing and feeling rules concerning cell site deployment. Based on the 
frame of transparency and good communication between citizens and local 
government, one of the active citizens persuaded an acquaintance in the 
local council to officially address the issue. The council decided that there 
should be an information meeting, something the responsible alderman had 
decided against. Under pressure from the council, the alderman agreed to 
the information meeting. This could have potentially been a moment where 
feeling and framing rules would be reformed. 

The meeting was held in January 2011, with the explicit aim of upholding 
the national policy discourse: citizens had to be informed in order to remove 
their concerns. At the meeting, the complainants did not get time to speak; 
their questions were only answered afterwards, by mail. Other citizens who 
did speak up were mostly concerned about the value of their homes; health 
issues were only brought up strategically. Since the meeting was framed as 
a chance to get information, citizens displayed anger when the information 
they sought was not provided. Since the alderman could not answer citizens’ 
questions about the declining value of their real estate, the complainants 
portrayed him as incompetent and kept pushing for compensation. Citizens’ 
claims to change both the framing (as a real estate issue) and the feeling 
rules (legitimate anger about a lack of information) were in vain. The 
municipality refused to take any responsibility for property devaluation 
and left no opportunity for engagement. The only remaining option for 
the complainants was to block the installment of the cell site in court, but 
a hearing in October 2011 negated their objections. After the hearing, the 
tower could be legally constructed, but in June 2012 the network provider 
changed its plans citing budgetary reasons. 
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Tolerating: feeling rule changes to include fear
In the case of tolerating, feeling rules start to shift: citizens’ worries are 
acknowledged temporarily, while the framing of cell sites as a necessity 
(technological imperative) remains intact. When local authorities tolerate 
citizens’ concerns, they open up space for short-lived outbursts of fear and 
indignation but not for sustained collective action. Local politicians do not 
deviate from the feeling and framing rules of national policy. Opposition 
thus has no long-term window of opportunity, and legal steps again remain 
the only option for activist groups. 

Feeling rules change in the sense that fear and indignation are legitimate as 
long as citizens have not been informed properly. Therefore no participatory 
process emerges, and communication is meant to inform citizens without 
involving them in decision or policymaking. Typically, municipalities 
‘communicate’ with concerned citizens if and when deemed necessary by 
the municipality, which provides limited room for the expression of citizens’ 
concerns and the formation of activist groups. 

One of the five cases where we identified tolerating interactions in our 
dataset is in the municipality of East-town (population 81,000 and below 
average per capita income). In June 2008, the network provider KPN 
filed a request to the municipality to construct a mast in one residential 
neighborhood. Three months later, the municipality informally turned 
down KPN’s request, stating that a mast at this location—next to an 
experimental housing project designed by a famous architect —would have 
a detrimental visual impact. However, the municipality informed KPN that 
it would not formally refuse the location until another was agreed upon 
through deliberation. Note that the municipality of East-town already took 
a more active stance towards the network provider than the municipality of 
Midtown, above. The siting of a mast is framed as relevant to local politics, 
which in itself can create an opportunity for local protesters.  

In December 2009, KPN filed a request for an alternative location, 
which was informally approved by the municipality. Following the formal 
announcement of this request, a single citizen objected, citing the visual 
impact of the tower and the lack of citizen participation in decision making. 
The citizen thus uses the frame of “visual impact” unintentionally offered by 
the municipality. Similar to the case of Midtown, the citizen also appeals to 
the general right to participation, regardless of the cell-siting policy.   

After submitting the objection, the citizen launched a petition drive and 
started a social movement organization called ADS ‘Actiecomitée Driener 
Stadsrand’. The municipality immediately rejected ADS’ objection, stating 
that it had been submitted after the deadline. ADS, the municipality and the 
network provider nonetheless informally discussed alternative locations for 
a mast in 2010, opening up to the citizens’ concerns. The ‘informality’ of 
these negotiations re-affirms the dominant framing of network rollout as 
necessity and beyond municipal control and at the same time undercuts this 
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framing. The same holds for the feeling rules: concerns of citizens, framed in 
line with the municipal concerns about visual impact and participation, are 
legitimated informally. 

While both ADS and the municipality at the time framed the planned 
installation as an issue for citizen participation, in contrast to national 
level policy, they disagreed on what this practically meant. ADS wanted 
to influence the location of the site, while the municipality was content to 
allow the network provider to run the search affirming the technological 
imperative. When no alternatives were found, the municipality decided to 
grant the original request for the contested location in November 2010.

At this point, the social movement began to grow. Another resident (a 
government official from a neighboring municipality) took the lead of ADS 
and began another petition drive. This individual sent a letter of protest to 
all politicians on the local council and filed a lawsuit against the municipality 
and KPN, adding health risks to children to the argument. In January 2011, 
ADS organized a protest in front of the town hall; the municipality responded 
by organizing formal meetings with its members, without the presence of 
the network provider. What began as an informal reordering of framing and 
feeling rules became formalized and open. 

This time ADS was able to suggest alternative locations. The municipality 
thus changed its stance on citizen participation by giving the social movement 
organization an active role, now fundamentally challenging the national 
level discourse. However, it became clear during these meetings that the 
municipality did not accept possible health risks as an issue warranting 
discussion, pointing to national policy on EMF and health instead and not 
legitimizing citizens’ main concern. 

In the following months, both the municipality and KPN conducted yet 
another study on alternative locations. In August 2011, ADS was informed 
that no suitable alternative locations had been found. The municipality thus 
stuck to its original plan, which ADS continued to challenge in court. The 
first hearing was held in January 2012. In February 2012, the court declared 
all objections by the citizens’ group to be unfounded. The reframing of mast 
siting thus created an opportunity for citizens to engage. Their framing and 
feeling rules were tolerated, but the initial discourse of the municipality 
changed only slightly. 

Mediating: a conflict frame emerges
In mediating interactions, local politicians approach the placement of 
cell sites as a conflict between citizens and industry and try to negotiate 
between them. The technological imperative is affirmed alongside the 
framing of cell sites as a health issue. Mediation reorders the feeling rules 
and legitimizes a broad range of concerns: fear of health risks, declining 
real estate values and the visual impact of antennas. In the process 
of mediating, the municipality challenges national policy and regains 
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political power over the placement of masts. Citizens are included in the 
decision-making process but only up to a point; while communication is 
extensive, the voice of citizens has little authority. Mediating interactions 
are intensive and tied to decision making. However, local politicians do 
not seek to broaden citizen participation beyond those who are already 
mobilized. While local policy tries to balance these different interests, it 
does so within the national policy discourse. Although the precise locations 
of masts can be negotiated, the technology as such is not questioned. The 
approach has led to sustained activism by several different local groups 
and moderate influence on mast siting policy. 

In our sample, we find three cases of municipalities mediating 
interactions. We take Richtown, an affluent municipality in North Holland 
province with a population of 85,000 (CBS, 2012), as our example. At the 
end of 2008, about 250 residents of a residential neighborhood petitioned 
their local government for better wireless connectivity and extra antennas. 
In response, the network provider KPN filed a request to the municipality for 
the construction of a UMTS site. A member of the neighborhood committee 
relayed this news to an acquaintance who claims to physically suffer from 
exposure to electromagnetic fields. Following the official announcement 
of KPN’s request in the local weekly, this person began a petition drive 
against the plans. Her main arguments concerned the possible health risks 
of EMF to children (a number of primary schools were near the proposed 
site) and the visual impact of the mast. To back up the petition, signed by 
about 100 people, she founded the social movement organization HMS. The 
municipality thus faced two demands from the citizenry: asking for a cell 
site and opposing it. This figuration affirms and questions the technological 
imperative but also assigns more power to the local government than the 
national discourse.

Alongside the above petition, the municipality received six further 
objections. Together with the network provider, it decided to organize an 
information meeting for residents at which HMS was given time to speak. At the 
meeting, the alderman departed from the previous policy and acknowledged 
the conflict by promising to examine alternative locations. The municipality 
thereby shifted from its procedural stance to one that legitimizes citizens’ 
framing of the mast site as a possible risk to children’s health and a visual 
degradation of the environment. This position clearly moves away from the 
national discourse framing and feeling rules, which situated municipalities 
passively and did not acknowledge citizens’ health worries as justification for 
halting mast siting. The views of both HMS and the neighborhood committee 
on alternative locations were heard in May 2010, after which the municipality 
conducted the proposed study of locations. 

In this case, the change of feeling rules was also an explicit issue of 
debate. During a meeting between the municipality and HMS, it became 
evident that not all concerned citizens agreed with how the founder and 
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current leader of HMS framed the issue. Many did not support her call to 
halt all mast deployments and thought her style to be overly emotional. 
She herself claimed a ‘right to be emotional’. Following this meeting, she 
was replaced by a new leader who narrowed the organization’s goal to the 
search for an acceptable alternative location. This move once more altered 
framing and feeling rules: the demands became more modest and more in 
line with national policy, and the appeal to emotion was tuned down. 

On November 23, 2010, the local council announced that all alternative 
locations had been rejected due to their ‘detrimental influence on the 
landscape’. HMS continued its campaign, sending another objection letter to 
the newly elected alderman. After consulting the local council, the alderman 
rescinded the earlier statement on alternative locations and decided to use 
a second information meeting—originally meant to present the findings on 
alternative locations—to again provide all concerned parties the opportunity 
to speak and be heard. At this meeting, the alderman announced the need 
for a clear local policy on cell sites, in contrast to national policy, which 
limits local policies. Throughout the meeting, municipal representatives 
tried to mediate between citizens and the network provider KPN, while 
HMS presented its findings on alternative locations. Following this second 
meeting, another consultation meeting between KPN and HMS was 
organized, while the municipality tabled local policy on the deployment of 
cell sites in consultation with citizens. In August 2011, KPN filed a request for 
the site preferred by HMS, located at the edge of the residential area away 
from primary schools. This request, however, was denied in November 
2011 on aesthetic grounds. KPN objected, but its objection was declared 
unfounded by the city council. In July 2012, a new local policy was adopted 
in which the height and aesthetics of a cell site are deemed legitimate 
reasons to refuse a building permit. Although aesthetics was not an initial 
point of protest for local activists, the local government privileged this issue 
as a means to successfully mediate between protesting local activists, the 
industry and national policy. 

In sum, Richtown politicians and policymakers, faced with opposing 
demands, tried to mediate and thereby created discursive opportunities for 
all parties. Framing and feeling rules repeatedly changed, which sustained 
collective action and influenced siting. 

Cooperating: inclusive framing and feeling rules 
When a local government cooperates with concerned citizens, the 
municipality challenges national antenna policy in all respects. The siting 
is politicized, and any framing or feeling is legitimized. These municipal 
politics spark citizen activism. Local politicians engage with a broad range of 
citizens and tie their participation to decision making; the resulting process 
is characterized by its broad participatory scope, intense communications, 
shared decision making and authority. Citizen worries about the health 
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effects of new technologies are legitimized; the issue being contested 
is broadened, and the technology itself becomes politicized. Activism is 
sustained, coherent and generally effective. Antennas are replaced or 
removed, and the municipality regains a say in mast siting procedures. In 
this sample of 16, we came across cooperation once. Next to these cases, 
we were able to identify two more situations in which local authorities 
cooperated with concerned citizens, once in the Netherlands and once in 
California. The Dutch case dates back to the early 1990s and is therefore 
excluded here. The Californian case is not included here since we focus on 
variation within one policy context.

In the late 1990s, telecom providers installed several masts in 
Capitalborough, a gentrified area in the city of Amsterdam with about 
25,000 inhabitants. Starting in 2000, the local oppositional political party 
CI (Capitalborough Interests) began questioning local mast site policy on 
two grounds: its lack of attention to possible health risks and, following 
successful lawsuits by other municipalities, the lack of building permits. 
From the start, the framing was oppositional and fundamental in the sense 
that the rollout was attacked directly. 

The debate intensified in 2003 when research found adverse health 
effects emanating from antenna towers. CI received significant support on 
this issue from other political parties and focused attention on one location: 
a nursing home with an antenna on its roof. It took until 2006 for civil action 
to materialize, with neighbors of the nursery home founding the local 
social movement organization UMTS-out (of the neighborhood). UMTS-out 
organized petitions and information meetings for citizens, which attracted 
the attention of local politicians. In turn, UMTS-out started to focus on the 
opportunities in local politics. In the ensuing dialogue, UMTS-out and local 
politicians broadened the framing of the siting issue even further: at first 
the issue concerned illegally installed antennas and their potential health 
risks, but then participants began questioning the technological imperative, 
focusing on scientific uncertainty and actively participating in research. 
Rather than implementing national policy one way or another, the political 
motive became the creation of local policy together with citizens. This 
legitimized citizens’ worries about the technology in general and fear of its 
possible health effects. 

A majority of the local political parties changed their stance on the 
deployment of masts and came to challenge the dominant technological 
imperative during this period. In February 2007, the local council accepted 
the proposal that all neighbors (rather than only tenants of a building 
where a site is planned) must participate in the decision-making process. 
The council further agreed to make all siting plans public and to reduce the 
number of antennas on the nursery home. A number of ‘illegal’ antennas 
were removed; other cases were taken to court. This change in local policy 
influenced developments at the national level as well: the national Labour 
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Party (PvdA) now has the same position on antenna policy as its chapter in 
CapitalBorough. The broadening, initiated by oppositional political parties, 
of the framing and feeling rules gradually allowed for more sustained and 
effective social movement action. 

Conclusion: Local discursive opportunities and 
courses of protest

In this contribution, we further develop cultural approaches to political 
processes of mobilization. We see policymaking and implementation 
as meaning-making activities (Hajer, 1995; Schmidt, 2008) that create 
opportunities for citizens to protest (Bröer, 2007; 2008, Bröer & Duyvendak, 
2009). This article focuses on variation in the courses of local contention 
and interprets these as a response to the emerging local policy discourses. 
We show how local policy discourses mediate between national contexts 
and local contentious action by citizens. Within one national context, local 
interactions between municipal officials, concerned citizens and industry 
professionals can change local discourses and framing and feeling rules in 
particular. This creates opportunities for protest and mobilization. 

The way local municipalities engage with initial concerns of citizens is 
decisive for the process. We typified these as: rejecting all citizen claims, 
tolerating them, mediating them and finally, cooperating with citizens. 
The ensuing interaction establishes a specific framing of the problem, the 
role of citizens in decision making and rules concerning what citizens can 
legitimately feel (such as fear or anger). The emerging discourse shapes 
opportunities for citizens’ action (for instance short-lived outbursts or 
continued deliberation) and influences outcomes in terms of concrete policy 
measures (such as searching for alternative sites or extensive community 
outreach). In the long run, these micro contestations may even affect 
national and industry policy. 

Most Dutch municipalities closely follow current national antenna 
policy, affirm the technological imperative, call for trust in politics and 
science and shy away from any significant involvement in mast siting. They 
largely reproduce the national policy discourse, which stifles opposition. 
In our case studies, this translates into a rejecting stance towards active 
citizens. In these cases, citizens’ fears are individualized, rendering legal 
steps the only remaining option—the result of local governments aligning 
with the national policy discourse and depoliticizing cell site deployment. 
In the tolerating type of interaction, dominant feeling and framing rules 
are reproduced too. Municipalities do not speak out on substantive issues, 
although citizens’ claims to participation in decision making are taken 
seriously and are thus legitimized. Opening up to participation is not based 
on the issue specific feeling and framing rules and draws on a more general 



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

139

Engaging citizens: Local interactions, policy discourse and courses of protest against cell site deployment

7

political discourse. It depends on the stance of the municipality if this 
claim to participation is legitimated. If it is, incidental citizen participation 
triggers outbursts of discontent rather than sustained collective action. 
The feeling and framing rules concerning cell sites do not change. When 
municipalities play a mediating role, they use openings in national policy 
to legitimize citizens’ concerns and spur further action, which has the 
potential to influence decision making on the placement of cell sites. At 
least temporarily, framing and feeling rules can be addressed and modified. 
Finally, a process of cooperating between policymakers and concerned 
citizens politicizes cell site deployment and fundamentally questions cell 
site rollout. Feeling and framing rules are questioned and changed in the 
cooperation between different political parties and (organized) citizens. 
Health concerns do not remain individualized but are addressed as a political 
question; scientific uncertainty is exploited to create room for action and 
research. This type of interaction encourages sustained activism and leads 
to measurable outcomes at the municipal level and beyond. A large part of 
the municipalities we have examined closely follows national policy, which 
attests to the structuring power of the national policy discourse. However, 
cooperating and – to some extent - mediating and tolerating cases show that 
there is marked and relevant variation. The national policy discourse is not 
determining local interactions. Municipalities have some room to translate 
national policy and sometimes even create more room and shift national 
policy itself.   

We did not research why specific municipalities engaged with citizens in 
a certain way. Yet, there is an overall pattern. Municipalities legitimize their 
involvement in cell site deployment (tolerating, mediating or cooperating) 
with reference to local participation as a right in itself. This is gradually 
countered by national and provider policy: the height of the conflict about 
cell sites was between 1999 and 2005. In that period, most protests emerged, 
and so did the more challenging stance of municipalities (cooperating 
and to some extent mediating). During this period, national government 
and providers learned how to depoliticize cell siting. Municipalities’ 
opportunities to control cell site deployment were explicitly curtailed, an 
extensive communication apparatus was set up and providers found ways 
to erect cell sites unnoticed by citizens. The depoliticization of cell site 
deployment (De Graaff, Bröer, & Wester, 2015) increasingly constrained 
opposition and delegitimized alternative framing and feeling rules. But 
again, this development in the opportunity structure at the national level 
is not all embracing. There are still concerned citizens who protest locally, 
but municipalities engage with them in a cooperating or mediating way less 
often. 

In sum, we find that the specific framing of the problem that becomes 
the focus of protest depends on the dynamics of local interaction, which 
allow us to better understand within-country variation in the course of 
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contentious collective action. Risks to health, conflicts over land use, the 
design of facilities, real estate property values, information and participation 
policies can all emerge as issues of contention in the installation of new cell 
sites if local processes make these issues legitimate. Although all of these 
issues are potentially important to both citizens and municipal policy, the 
focus of protest depends on the course of municipal-citizen engagement. 
While local residents initially voiced concerns in all of the cases we studied, 
citizen activism by itself does not change policy. Only when dominant 
assumptions—in our case, the feeling and framing rules of the national 
policy discourse—are challenged can collective action against health risks 
lead to durable changes in policy. 
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Introduction

In both the Netherlands and California, cell site deployment is being made 
into a localized affair. In its concrete form, it takes the shape of a decision 
making-process with a mandate that is generally based in local government. 
The exception is for the assessment of the risk it poses to health, which is 
made into an expert-centered and supra-local issue. Industry professionals 
initiate such decision making through searching for a suitable location to 
build a cell site within a technically pre-defined search area (‘search-ring’). 
They make lease agreements with property owners and request permits 
from local authorities. This process can stretch over many years and involve 
a plethora of actors and interactions. It is through these interactions that 
citizens are most directly confronted with the construction of antennas. 
Although a consistent proportion of citizens worry about the possible 
health effects posed by the electromagnetic fields emitted by the antennas, 
citizens’ political participation in these situations is reflexively managed, 
leaving citizens few legitimate opportunities for active engagement. For 
citizens who welcome the technology and its development, this is can 
be unproblematic, but as we have seen, there are citizens who strongly 
oppose the development, and when such engagement is supported by 
local authorities it can significantly shape what is at stake. 

Framings and feelings are tied to specific situations. Hence, to understand 
citizens’ experiences of the deployment of this network technology, I closely 
examine the particular contexts in which these experiences come about. 
Since cell site deployment is localized and within a relatively stable national 
policy context, this chapter examines eight cases of local decision making 
about the construction of a cell site. The goal of this chapter is to grasp the 
cultural dynamics of these situations and specifically citizens’ engagement 
in these situations as I follow these decision-making processes. What 
happens in non-contentious situations? Which political interactions can be 
distinguished, and which framings and feelings become legitimate through 
them? How do citizens engage with cell site deployment when they are 
confronted with it in their own neighborhood?

The eight cases were selected primarily in order to find differences 
in citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment. To observe the effect of 
political interactions on citizens’ experiences, these interactions need to 
vary. This variation has, most concretely, been sought in local authorities’ 
policies on citizen engagement in cell site deployment decision making. 
This has resulted in the observation of a broad range of interactions. In 
two cases local authorities’ roles were only relevant in the background 
(Utrecht, Eindhoven), while a voting procedure for tenants allowed for a 
rather inclusive role of citizens; however, citizens’ engagement was, in 
the language of Chapter 7, rejected in three cases (Amersfoort, Duiven, 
Amstelveen), mediated in two others (Encinitas, Egmond Binnen) and 
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citizens were cooperated with in one case (Glendale). Of course, many 
other actors are involved in these interactions, most importantly property-
owners and industry-professionals, which makes citizen engagement 
dependent on more than local authorities’ policies. 

Through observations, interviews and document analysis, these local 
political interactions were recorded, and data on citizens’ engagement and 
interactions in these eight cases derives from the panel studies we executed 
in these eight situations. See Table 21 for an overview of the timing of these 
panel studies in comparison to the Dutch national level panel. In this chapter 
I describe each of these cases in depth. In each description I touch on the 
local history of cell site deployment, the decision-making process and the 
framings and feelings legitimated in them and the results of the panel study. 
The cases are discussed in order of those with the least to those with the 
most citizen engagement in the process of decision making. The two cases 
in California are not described separately but discussed in line with the other 
cases. This chapter thus focuses on the intra-case level. The next chapter 
will draw comparisons between the cases with a particular focus on the 
emergence of citizens’ experiences in the context of everyday life. 
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Amersfoort

Local history
Amersfoort is a mid-size city in the center of the Netherlands. At the time 
of our research, the municipality is closing down community-services 
in neighborhoods because of budget cuts and national policy changes. 
Libraries and meeting places for the elderly are being closed, and citizens 
are expected to fill the gaps themselves. Meanwhile, a community garden 
is threatened because the municipality aims to sell the property. The 
part of Amersfoort we are investigating has been the focus of intense 
neighborhood restructuring to, amongst other things, combat poverty and 
improve the public space. This has been, in part, a success, but the city 
is still being categorized in the media as the country’s number one city in 
residential burglaries in the Netherlands (RTL Nieuws, 2014), and ethnic 
tensions remain. 

For years Amersfoort has been a difficult area for the industry to develop 
its network. The municipality formulated a specific cell site policy relatively 
early in 1999 and was confronted with sustained citizen protest against two 
cell sites in different neighborhoods (Van der Linden, 2010). These protests 
started in 2002 and 2004, and the municipality issued a moratorium on new 
cell sites between 2005 and 2007, in line with other Dutch municipalities 
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awaiting the results of the infamous ‘Swiss’ health research issued by the national 
government (Regel et al., 2006 ). In the years after other collective actors such as the 
two major housing cooperations that own much real estate in the area have refused 
to accept new antenna installations on their buildings. Both protests ended during 
our observations, with the citizens finally defeated; the contested sites have now 
been built. The process has been laborious, and the municipality was criticized by 
its own ombudsman for lacking transparent communication and underestimating 
citizens’ concerns (Amersfoort Gemeentelijke Ombudsman, 2009). 

Decision-making process
The search for a suitable site to improve coverage in this part of Amersfoort starts 
as early as 2008, right after the end of the moratorium. A homeowners association 
of a tall apartment building in the area denies the scout’s request for a rooftop 
antenna based on health concerns, and a second association of a neighboring 
high-rise follows suit two years later. In 2012, the scout begins to aim for the 
construction a forty-meter high cell tower (vakwerkmast), which seems like a last 
resort. We focus our observations on the development of this location, which sits 
in the greens between a railway and busy roads and on the intersection of three 
neighborhoods, two of which are the focus of intense neighborhood renewal. The 
contractor and scout take on-site technical measurements in the spring of 2012 
to assess the radio-technical and physical feasibility of the location, and informal 
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discussions on the terms of lease with the municipality ensue, as they own 
the property. In October 2012, we start our explorations in earnest, and in 
December we establish our panel through a first wave of data collection 
amongst citizens. 

In January of 2013, we are told by the scout that the municipality 
is asking for too much rent for the property and is expecting an unusual 
amount of formalities, such as a concept-application. He, again, turns to 
consider alternative locations, and specifically refers to a high-rise building 
in the area that houses a nursing home, where the administrative board has 
changed. Whereas the previous board was hesitant to add antennas to the 
existing rooftop antenna on the building, this new board is willing to accept 
a second installation on its roof (See Figure 10). This location would not 
require a specific permit since the installation is at the five-meter height 
limit. This previously ruled out alternative quickly becomes the primary aim 
of the scout’s efforts. Over time, the discussions between the municipality 
and the scout stop. The municipality appears unaware that alternatives are 
being considered. 

Figure 10. The nursing home in Amersfoort with the already installed rooftop antenna as seen 
from the original location.
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In February 2013, technical measurements are made on top of the 
nursing home, and the next month we do our second wave of data-collection 
in the area. Aside from a debate in the city council on the ongoing protests, 
citizens have not been informed about this or any other case of cell site 
deployment. The client-council of the nursing home, which is able to advise 
on nursing home policies, is asked to vote on the matter. They agree with 
the antenna installation in May 2013. This is the second antenna installation 
on the building. We are told by the nursing home director that the client 
council does not have the same fears about interference from EMF’s 
emitted, for example with pace makers, as with the previous installation. 
Also, the insistence of the scout on their involvement has built their trust. 
No other client or citizen involvement is necessary, and because these 
elderly resident are not officially tenants, a tenant voting procedure that 
would involve all residents of the nursing home is not obligatory. With the 
contracts signed, the site can formally be built. Now, silence falls over the 
process. The nursing home cannot tell us what is going on, and in January 
2014, we are told by the provider that they are ‘rationalizing’ their plans. In 
April 2014, we do our third and last round of data collection, and the next 
month we are told that the provider momentarily withdraws these plans 
altogether due to budget allocation issues. In January 2015, no cell site has 
been built yet.

The development of framing and feeling rules on cell site deployment 
in Amersfoort has moved, historically, from one in which health concerns 
were legitimated, with a tolerating municipality in the 2000s, to a situation 
where Dutch national policy is followed and concerns are rejected. Today, 
the municipality appears to not get too involved in cell site deployment, but 
industry professionals still experience the area as restrictive. This situation 
did not shift fundamentally in the course of the interactions we observed 
here. The decision-making process occurs backstage, and, except through 
the client-council of the nursing home and our research activities, citizens 
are not being informed about the process. Citizens’ experiences of cell site 
deployment in a broader sense, however, can still be influenced by a critical 
broadcast on the tenant voting procedure, which airs on national public 
television (VPRO, 2013). Furthermore, the local protests that lasted nearly 
12 years have ended. These two cell towers are built during our window of 
observation and receive some local media give some attention. 

Panel results
The survey results from the panel in Amersfoort (see Table 22 below) 
show that respondents’ mean framing scores closely resemble the Dutch 
national panel means and do not change much over time11. The risk 
perception means do shift to above the Dutch means (2.97) while dropping 

11  See Chapter 5 for an explanation of the survey analysis.
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below those in the third wave (2.50). This suggests that respondents 
in Amersfoort, generally, are less worried about the health risk of cell 
site deployment over time. In the interviews, a health framing12 is most 
frequently used by respondents, followed by a positive outlook at cell site 
deployment. Contrary to my expectations, few respondents (N=6, 18%) 
refer to the protracted local history of protest. No respondent mobilizes on 
this specific cell site deployment, although we met several active citizens 
who were, for example, working on the disappearing community services 
(1007), neighborhood renewal (1004) and the threatened community garden 
(1016, 1114). Even Respondent 1200 who calls himself electro-sensitive and 
has banned wireless devices from his home does not engage with this 
decision-making process.

I do not find any respondent whose experience of cell site deployment 
changes greatly. In 88% of the 33 respondents, I observe no change in 
framing or feeling whatsoever, but I find that our activities and subsequent 
learning did trigger some minor changes. Several respondents engaged in 
a brief search for information. Three respondents mention they had spoken 
with their neighbors after Wave 1 (1004, 1019, 1104), two of whom mention 
they will initiate further research ‘if the time comes’, while in subsequent 
waves, one is able to mention that the evidence for health effects of EMF 
is ‘inconclusive’. A young business analyst (1010) is the only respondent to 
explicitly mention having looked for information on municipal and national 
governmental websites (e.g. www.antenneregister.nl), but he moves away 
from the neighborhood after Wave 2, making the matter unimportant 
to him. Two respondents’ (1002, 1016) doubts appear more explicit over 
time. Respondent 1002 becomes more engaged with cell site deployment. 
Although he says he does ‘not care’ about these antennas, the deployment 
of which you ‘cannot stop’, he starts to use a cable instead of a wireless local 
network for his laptop to avoid ‘radiation’ after his son alerted him to possible 
health dangers. Respondent 1016, who is active in the community garden, 
shifts from framing the issue on design to framing it in general as a health 
risk and a democratic control issue. He is the only one to recall the national 
television broadcast and starts to search for general information on cell site 
deployment online during our last interview. Conversely, Respondent 1109 
sounds appeased because her new boyfriend is telling her not to worry, 
whereas she showed concern in the first wave.

It is not surprising that, with the decision-making process moving 
backstage, citizens in Amersfoort interact with this specific cell site deployment 
decision-making process to a very limited extent. There is simply little to 
interact with. Our repeated research activities appear to only give impetus for 
some citizens to act, and their activities can account for the short-lived rise in 

12  My categorization of the framings and feelings of citizens in these situations is discussed in depth in 
Chapter 9. 
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risk perceptions in Wave 2. The respondents who mention engaging also rather 
quickly disengage because the cell site deployment does not materialize into 
something concrete or urgent to them. The only exception is the client-council 
of the nursing home, but these participants were not included in the panel 
study. Neighboring citizens of the nursing home were included in the panel, 
but they are not being informed at all about the pending construction. Citizens’ 
experiences of cell site deployment, interestingly, are also hardly influenced by 
the local history of protest or the national television broadcast. Overall, citizens’ 
framings and feelings appear rather stable over time. 

Duiven

Local history
Duiven, in the east of the Netherlands, grew from a small rural village to a 
suburban commuter town during the 1980s. This has given rise to a salient 
insider-outsider discourse amongst our respondents who reference a 
sense of loss of community after the 1980s expansion. Fear of outsiders 
and strangers roaming the quiet streets is often mentioned. This is not 
abated by the fact that the city is situated next to an important freeway 
into Germany and is intersected by a regional railway. There are plans 
to extend the freeway south of the city, which angers citizens as this will 
impact heavily on the surrounding countryside; moreover, the railway cuts 
the city in half, separating the old part from the new part of town. Little 
attention is given to the large garbage incinerating facility nearby. 

The municipality wrote a specific cell site policy in 2007 in response 
to the results of the health research issued by the national government 
(Regel et al., 2006). In line with these results, this local policy stresses the 
municipalities’ lack of discretionary power regarding cell site deployment 

Table 22: Amersfoort panel, means

Wave 1: Dec. 
2012, N=36

Wave 2: Apr. 
2013, N=28

Wave 3: Apr. 
2014, N=25

Age 47.72 (14.12) 50.28 (14.97) 50.04 (15.01)

Educational attainment 5.78 (1.87) 5.72 (1.75) 5.87 (1.65)

Income (cat.) 4.37 (1.45) 4.15 (1.46) 4.35 (1.53)

Homeownership 0.75 (0.44) 0.69 (0.47) 0.79 (0.41)

Happy Technology 27.28 (6.34) 25.75 (5.95) 28.33 (4.66)

Health Hazard 17.64 (4.08) 18.04 (3.92) 18.29 (4.25)

Local Trouble 16.58 (4.53) 17.96 (5.25) 15.75 (6.56)

Risk perception 2.83 (1.08) 2.97 (1.05) 2.50 (1.10)

Objecting 3 (1.04) 3.17 (1.17) 2.67 (1.13)
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in general and particularly regarding the health issue. It explicitly 
instrumentalizes proactive communication to industry as a ‘means of 
persuasion’ (beïnvloedingsmiddel) (Gemeente Duiven, 2007, p. 1). The 
municipality has not known protest against cell sites except for a brief 
interlude of unrest in 2009, when there was action against antennas for the 
system of emergency services’ communication (C2000). The south-eastern 
part of Duiven has been coping with limited network coverage for years, 
according to the providers’ siting overview brief (plaatsingsplan) of 2012. 

Decision-making process
After the refusal of a high school, two homeowners associations and 
the local gym, in 2011 the scout opts for a forty-meter high cell tower in 
Duiven in order to fill this gap in coverage. The site is to be built next to 
a playground for local youth, adjacent to the regional railway but away 
from dense residential areas (see Figure 11 below). This location is seen 
as favorable, as it is ‘possibly visually unobtrusive because of surrounding 
vegetation’ (Gemeente Duiven, 2012a), which is strengthened by the lack 
of alternatives and the explicit consent of other operators to co-locate 
their antennas on this site in later years. This location requires a permit 
(omgevingsvergunning) and municipal approval since it is municipally 
owned property. In November 2011, the municipality receives the provider’s 
official request to construct the tower, which they formally acknowledge 
in July 2012. Technical measurements are then immediately taken by the 
contractor and scout to confirm the suitability of the site, and blueprints go 
back-and-forth between the city and the contractor. 

Figure 11. The proposed location (star, left) in Duiven is situated between the greens and the 
railway and next to a playground for local youth (right) (Source map: Gemeente Duiven, 2012a, 
attachment 3). 
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In October 2012, we start our first explorations in the area, and in early 
December the daily board of the municipality publicly decides to grant their 
cooperation (Gemeente Duiven, 2012b). In the written arguments to support 
that decision, they explicitly address health as no concern, societal unrest 
and the municipalities’ limited power. More positively, they focus on the 
economic gains (€60,- per meter squared, or €2000,- a year) and mention 
that any devaluation of property (planschade) would become the burden of 
the operator, which is uncommon. This was communicated to the municipal 
council and widely published in the regional newspaper four days later, where 
the lack of alternative locations is also mentioned, and the accessibility of 
communication with emergency services is stressed (Gelderlander, 2012). 
On December 10th 2012 we start our first wave of data-collection, continuing 
until just before Christmas. The local paper addresses the cell tower 
construction as fact on December 12th, heading the article with the line 
‘[Provider] builds antenna tower of 40 meter’ (Duivenpost, 2012), repeating 
much of what was reported earlier. However, now it is explicitly mentioned 
that there is no risk to health because of adherence to established exposure 
limits, and citizens can still object to the permit (see Figure 12 below). The 
formal permit application is published on the municipality’s website on 
January 21st 2013, with a single sentence (Gemeente Duiven, 2013). In the 
following six weeks citizens can voice their objections, but these do not 
result in any official complaint according to the municipality. The issuing of 
the permit in February is not publicly announced, and the municipality now 
awaits a reply from the provider. In April 2013, we do our second wave of data 
collection and learn two months later from the municipality that the tower 
will be postponed to 2014 because of the provider’s budget constraints. It 
appears that the application has been shelved, but in December 2013 the 
municipality tells us that the current applicant will withdraw from the permit 
altogether in favor of a new, yet unknown, rival company. The municipality 
sees no problem with this, saying that ‘it doesn’t matter to the citizens who 
builds the tower in the end’. Again, just as in Amersfoort, silence follows, and 
we learn in January 2014 that the provider is ‘rationalizing’ its plans. We do 
our third wave in March 2014 and learn right after that the tower is definitely 
not going to be built by this provider. In June 2014, the municipality informs 
us that another provider is showing interest in the site, but in January 2015, 
no tower has been constructed yet.
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Figure 12. The local paper ‘Duivenpost’ announces, on page seven, the cell tower as fact on 
December 12th 2012. Marked in grey are important concepts which reiterate the municipalities’ 
position. These translate as: ‘the site is necessary’, ‘coverage’, ‘problems’, ‘outside of a residential 
area’, ‘acceptable’ [location to all parties involved], ‘more than €2000 [a year rent]’, ‘planning dam-
age’, ‘no risk’ [to] ‘public health’, ‘objecting’ (Source: Duivenpost, 2012, p. 7).
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In this case, the nationally dominant framing and feeling rules on cell 
site deployment are rehearsed by the municipality of Duiven. They appear 
to reject citizen engagement in favor of representation. It is presented as 
matter of fact, for example through repeating the limited amount of control 
the municipality has on cell site deployment. Communication is effectively 
used and local media reports the municipality’s position without comment, 
while citizens’ potential concerns relating to aesthetic, economic or health 
risk are forestalled through publicly pre-empting them. In this way, citizen 
engagement occurs in top-down fashion, following the minimal legal 
requirements and after the formal and rather detailed decision to cooperate 
with the provider has been made public. 

Panel results
The survey results from the panel in Duiven indicate some dynamics in 
citizens’ experiences (see Table 23 below). The three framing scores prove 
rather stable, but the Local Trouble score is much higher than the Dutch 
national panel mean in Wave 2. The mean of the Health Hazard score also 
slightly increases. Similarly, the mean of the risk perception score, although 
always lower than the Dutch national panel, goes up in Wave 2. The qualitative 
analysis of the repeated interviews shows how cell site deployment is most 
frequently framed on the health issue, followed by aesthetic and positive 
framings of the technology. Half of the 28 respondents who participated at 
least twice are informed about the decision-making process and are able to, 
although not very concretely, recall the local and regional newspaper articles. 
They refer mostly to the suitability of the specific location and the fact that 
the technology is not harmful. One respondent recalls the single sentence 
notice on the permit application the municipality had published, not taking 
any action on it because: ‘I wouldn’t know why’ (Respondent 2105,2). The 
unusual reference to property devaluation made by the municipality and 
repeated in the newspapers is also acknowledged by one respondent, who 
herself works at a neighboring municipality and has had some experience 
with cell site deployment because her father was confronted with a cell 
site deployment in the previous year (Respondent 2020). No one mentions 
formally opposing the permit application in any way, nor did anyone change 
their use of technology or mobilize his or her neighbors on the issue.

The dynamics I find in the survey results are supported with the mixed-
method analysis. I note changes in the feelings respondents express in 
six respondents (21%), four of which express more concern, whereas four 
respondents (14%) shift categorically in their framing of cell site deployment. 
These changes appear to be predominantly the effect of respondents’ 
searches for information among friends and employers or, more often, 
on ‘Google’. The main impetus to do so can be attributed to our research 
activities, the discursive effects of which are notable in the interviews with 
thirteen respondents (46%). One of these, Respondent 2013, is one of the most 
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active respondents. He is concerned about the health effect from the start, 
looks around in the neighborhood for antennas and appears disappointed 
not to have been more informed about the municipality. At the same time, 
he argues his lack of any emotional attachment to Duiven as place and 
as community prevents him from taking serious action. Respondent 2102 
saves a newspaper article for us and engages relatively more with the issue 
by talking with her neighbors. She appears low on trust and doubtful on 
the health effect, and the issue therefore lingers in her expressions despite 
her rather low sense of the (potential) efficacy of her actions. Conversely, 
Respondent 2105 actively removes himself from the issue after learning 
that the proposed location is far enough away from his home and that the 
efficacy of his own, possible, political actions are rather low.

Most citizens felt that the potential to engage in this particular decision-
making process was after the fact. Few felt involved. The obligatory six-week 
period to appeal to the permit, although made public in the local paper and 
through the municipal website, did not provoke anyone to engage with the 
process. Only two respondents notice the most potentially provocative 
communicative actions by the municipality (property devaluation and 
the short permit application notice). Our research activities, which bring 
the issue quite literally into respondents’ homes, appear to be the most 
important prompt for citizens to search for information. These searches do 
not lead anyone to actively oppose the decision that had been made, nor do 
they influence the decision-making process. This makes sense considering 
the fact that the framings and feelings legitimated in this specific decision-
making process are the same as the national depoliticizing policy discourse. 
There are few legitimate openings for citizens to substantively engage. The 
openings that are at times available have in this case been taken up rather 
early through the municipality’s proactive communication strategy. 

Table 23: Duiven panel, means

Wave 1: Dec. 
2012, N=31

Wave 2: Apr. 
2013, N=20

Wave 3: Mar. 
2014, N=23

Age 48.24 (14.03) 51.15 (11.92) 50.68 (12.12)

Educational attainment 5.09 (1.33) 5.05 (1.40) 5.14 (1.04)

Income (cat.) 3.80 (1.41) 3.94 (1.39) 3.78 (1.48)

Homeownership 0.61 (0.50) 0.65 (0.49) 0.55 (0.51)

Happy Technology 27.91 (4.91) 27.7 (5.31) 29.0 (5.59)

Health Hazard 17.24 (3.92) 17.70 (2.52) 18.41 (3.81)

Local Trouble 17.33 (6.64) 18.9 (4.32) 17.14 (5.87)

Risk Perception 2.67 (1.05) 2.70 (1.08) 2.45 (0.91)

Objecting 2.82  (0.95) 2.90 (1.07) 2.82 (1.37)
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Eindhoven

Local history
The mid-size city of Eindhoven, in the south of the Netherlands, is well 
known for being the city where the Royal Philips company was founded and 
for its focus on industrial design. The Eindhoven municipality is, similar to 
Amersfoort, part of the group of municipalities that, around 2005, began 
formulating local policies grounded in a strict precautionary principle. 
These policies banned new antenna installations in residential areas 
and near schools and hospitals based on their possible health risk. This 
ended in October 2006, following the results of the national government 
sponsored health research (Regel et al., 2006). Now, the municipality calls 
for a ‘weak’ precautionary principle. This means that the municipality 
takes the ‘perceptions of unrest and uncertainty’ seriously within the 
narrow confines of the Dutch national policy. Complaints of citizens are 
actively dealt with, and the municipality monitors scientific and national 
developments and pledges to also focus on scientific uncertainties in its 
communication efforts (Gemeente Eindhoven, 2009, p. 7).

Shortly after the municipality’s call for a weak precautionary principle, 
protest emerges against the construction of a 90-meter high tower for 
UMTS and digital radio and television antennas on the outskirts of town. 
Multiple petitions are issued, and citizens unite in earnest after the tower 
is built in 2008. Their main arguments relate to the possible health effects 
and shift towards issues of property devaluation and a lack of due process 
in later years. The municipality evaluates its policies in 2009 and amends 
them with regard to communication with its citizens, which becomes more 
proactive. No policy changes have been advanced since, exemplified by 
the municipal website’s most recent update around this time. The protest 
against the radio and television tower continues today. Citizens have taken 
the municipality to court and won twice, and the city has appealed both 
times. Despite its apparent tolerating policy position to citizen’s concerns, 
the municipality does not appear to act on the courts’ decisions, except for 
when it commissions independent research on EMF emission-levels of the 
tower. The results of this research, published in January 2014, argue that 
emissions are well within exposure guidelines. The 90-meter tower still 
stands tall.

Decision-making process
Our research in Eindhoven starts early September 2013, at a time when 
this lingering debate seems to be settling down. For the industry, cell site 
deployment appears difficult in Eindhoven. This particular site is proposed 
to become a rooftop location in the center of town (See Figure 13 below). 
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The building is three stories high and located close to much higher buildings 
that will cast shadows in the RF signal and thus limit the radio-technical 
possibilities of antennas located there. The scout labelled this location as 
option ‘F’, which implies that it was the sixth most favored location in this 
particular search area. The building hosts fifteen apartments, and their 
tenants are a mixture of expats working for Philips and students of the 
industrial Design Academy and local technical university. The owner of 
the building is willing to cooperate, according to the scout, and a smooth 
decision-making process comes about. Because of the tenants, a voting 
procedure is a legal necessity to allow for the antennas to be constructed. 
The construction is designed to be less than five meters in height, which 
ensures that no further permits are required. The municipality is therefore 
not involved as actor in this decision-making process. 

We start our investigation on September 6th 2013, and a week later, 
on September 13th, citizens receive, from the audit firm responsible for 
executing the voting procedure (KPMG), an information leaflet and ballot 
form that invite them, only in Dutch, to vote on the provider’s proposal 
(See Figure 14 below). The information leaflet is the standardized brochure 
developed by the Antennebureau called ‘Everything about antennas’, which 
offers a general explanation of the Dutch Health Council’s position on 
the possible health effects, balanced with an emphasis on the needs and 
benefits of cell site deployment. On October 14th, tenants receive the results 
of the voting procedure (See Figure 15 below). None of the tenants have 
voted in favor of the cell site on their rooftop, one tenant has voted against, 
whereas the fourteen other households did not respond to the invitation. 
As the procedure is structured to consider non-response as approval, this 
constitutes a valid procedure in which 50% plus one of the households 
‘agrees’ with the antenna being constructed. There is no legal necessity for 
further consultation of citizens, and the installation can formally be built. 
In November 2013, we do our second round of observations and a third 
and last follow-up in February 2014, right after the municipality organized a 

Figure 13. The three-story building in Eindhoven (left) and an excerpt of the construction drawing 
(right) with the proposed antenna array centered on the roof of the building. This drawing was 
sent to all residents as part of the tenant voting procedure (Source: KPMG, personal communica-
tion, 30-08-2013).
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large community meeting on the contested cell tower. Almost a year later, 
in January 2015, the rooftop location has not been constructed because, 
according to the provider, their priority lies with ‘modernizing’ their existing 
network, i.e. updating existing sites to the next generation (4G) technology. 

In Eindhoven, citizens’ health concerns were embraced in the early 
2000’s, but with the advent of new national policy and a curtailing of the 
municipality’s possibilities, they become less legitimate over time. In this 
case, the municipality remains mostly outside of the specific decision 
making process. The local government appears to ‘tolerate’ concerns, as it 
organizes community events on cell site deployment on a regular basis and 
actively invites citizens to engage with cell site deployment decision-making 
processes. This might explain why the scout opts for this rather ‘easy’ location. 
No specific permit is necessary, as the antennas will be below the five-meter 
height limit, the property-owner is accommodating and the tenants in the 
building are not organized. Except for the information supplied in the voting 
procedure, no other political interactions take place, and nationally dominant 
feeling and framing rules are subsequently not challenged.

Panel results
This panel includes five people we have talked to on two or more occasions, 
which constitutes a third of the households of the apartment building. When 
looking at the survey results (Table 24), the average age and income are 
lower than the previously discussed panels, while the mean educational 
level is rather high. Together with a comparatively low risk perception mean 
score (1.8 instead of the Dutch average of 2.75), the Health Hazard and Public 
Issue mean score remain low, and only the Happy Technology score appears 
to rise between the different waves. This implies that this decision-making 
process does not stir any concern amongst the respondents. The qualitative 
data similarly shows a low frequency of framing the deployment as a health 
issue and little changes over time. 

These few changes correspond to respondents’ limited engagement 
with the decision-making process. Respondents do not engage with the 
decision-making procedure despite being asked to do so through the voting 
procedure. No one mobilizes his/her neighbors, and one tenant responds 
negatively to the voting procedure but unfortunately does not reply to our 
multiple attempts to involve all households in the panel. Similarly, none 
of the respondents engages in a search for information. All native Dutch-
speaking respondents (N=4) remember and mention understanding the 
two letters sent to them, but this does not make cell site deployment an 
important enough issue for them to act on. This is rather the other way 
around. Respondent 4104 fears that a cell site on a neighboring building 
will cause shade on his balcony; therefore, he is satisfied to learn that it will 
be constructed on the roof. He does refer to health (‘radiation’) from the 
start, and the information does not change this, as he voices a strong trust 
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in the institutional actors. Two other respondents (4102 and 4103) do learn 
about the health issue through the leaflet, and both explicitly decide that it 
does not concern them personally. They live on the second floor, which they 
consider to be an appropriate distance from the proposed installation. There 
is a big difference between native Dutch and non-native Dutch respondents. 
Both non-native Dutch respondents are expats (4101 and 4105) and have 
no recollection of a letter or cell site procedure at all. They mention not 
being able to read in the Dutch language, which is why they might not have 
noticed the letter explaining the voting procedure. Their linguistic limitations 
constrain their provoked engagement throughout the process. 

This decision-making process, than, formally and actively invites 
citizens to involve themselves in the process, but only one panel member 
takes up this invitation. Although the information provided to them does 
resonate, respondents’ experiences of cell site deployment do not change 
significantly over time. The history of local protest and the municipality’s 
tolerating position towards citizens’ concerns form the backdrop to this 
specific process, but these play no part in how respondents frame what is 
at stake. No respondent frames this specific installation in the context of the 
eight years of ongoing local protest. This situation can, on the one hand, be 
attributed to a successful depoliticization of this decision-making process. 
The scout selects a location that has the highest chance of success within a 
local context that appears conducive to protest. Here, this materializes in an 
inconsequential voting procedure. On the other hand, an important aspect 
of this situation is that respondents argue that they have a low attachment to 
this specific place. The apartments in the building are relatively affordable. 
The students and expats who are renting them show no strong emotional 
ties with each other, as community, the building nor the wider area as their 
home. Most of them perceive this place as one of temporary significance 
and believe their future educational or work prospects will take elsewhere. 

Table 24: Eindhoven panel, means

Wave 1: Sept 
2013, N=5

Wave 2: Nov. 
2013, N=5

Wave 3: Feb. 
2014, N=2

Age 26.20 (7.40) 26.40 (7.20) 27.5 (9.19)

Educational attainment 7.00 (1.00) 7.00 (1.00) 6.50 (0.71)

Income (cat.) 3.00 (2.31) 2.33 (2.31) 1.00 (-)

Homeownership 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00)

Happy Technology 28.6 (2.96) 32.4 (2.41) 30 (0)

Health Hazard 13.8 (2.86) 13.2 (2.86) 14.5 (2.1)

Local Trouble 14 (7.9) 14.2 (3.49) 9.5 (4.94)

Risk perception 1.8 (1.3) 1.8 (0.84) 1 (0)

Objecting 2.2 (0.45) 2.2 (0.45) 1.5 (0.71)
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Figure 14. An example of the ballot form (stemformulier) that tenants receive as part of the voting 
procedure. This form is sent with an attachment explaining the procedure, an information leaflet 
explaining cell site deployment (Antennebureau, 2011) and construction drawings of the proposed 
site. All are the in Dutch language. Note how room for comments is only available when voting 
against (tegen, which is the only word emphasized in italics on the form). The form does not allow 
for anonymity and explicitly states the need to sign the form, which is stored for up to five years. 
(Source: KPMG, personal communication, 21-08-2013). 
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Figure 15. The letter from the audit firm informing the tenants in Eindhoven of the results of the 
voting procedure in October 2013. Note the absence of votes in favor (voor) and the one vote op-
posing (tegen) the construction, which means, as the letter explains with reference to the national 
government, that the deployment (plaatsing) can continue (Source: KPMG, personal communica-
tion, 14-10-2013). 
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Utrecht

Local history
The city of Utrecht, a large city in the center of the Netherlands and a main 
railway hub, is accustomed to antenna towers. A well-known and highly 
visible 372-meter high antenna tower for radio and television, built in the 
early 1960s (Gerybrandytoren, Lopik), stands close to the city. There have 
been several instances of local protest against cell site deployment, which 
are in accordance with the other cases. Before the 2006 results of the Dutch 
‘Swiss’ research (Regel et al., 2006), citizens successfully object to an 
installation hosting 12 antennas in 2005. In that same year the municipality 
refuses an antenna permit application on grounds of its potential negative 
health effect. This cooperative position to citizens’ concerns changes in later 
years. Local media devote significant attention to a citizen protest against 
a cell site installed on a church in 2007. Opponents most explicitly blame 
the church for making money while affecting the health of neighboring 
citizens. In response to questions asked by a member of the municipal 
council in February 2010, the daily board of the municipality defends the 
church’s permit, in this case with reference to the ‘Swiss’ research and 
national policy, now ‘rejecting’ citizens’ health concerns. The church, 
however, appears to yield to the protest and successfully challenges the 
ongoing contract with the provider in court in March 2013. This was a 
somewhat Pyrrhic victory, as the antennas could remain until the end of 
the contract in July 2013.  

Decision-making process
The process to start building a new antenna installation on the roof of 
a five-story apartment building starts in July 2012, when the acquisition 
company approaches the building’s homeowners association. The building 
houses 89 apartments that are home to both tenants and homeowners and 
is located in the center of Utrecht. It is close to the central railway station 
and is surrounded by similar high rises (See Figure 16 below). Three months 
after this initial contact, a first meeting between the chairwoman of the 
homeowners association and the scout takes place in the chairwoman’s 
home. In January 2013, the homeowners association receives the scout’s 
official application in preparation for a homeowners association member 
meeting on April 2nd. On this evening in April, the Antennebureau and 
a representative of the provider are present. The Antenneburau provides 
the standard information on cell site deployment, rehearsing the dominant 
national policy feeling and framing rules. An open vote, by raising hands, 
ensures that 86% of the homeowners present at the meeting agree with 
the installation. Some of the homeowners feel forced to conform to this 
generally favorable opinion. The provider’s representative explains that 
being below an antenna installation would be the safest place, if there was 
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something to be concerned about in the first place, and that it would earn 
the homeowners association money (€5,500.- a year). Conversely, as it was 
interpreted by some homeowners, by disagreeing with the proposal one 
would risk the installation being built on a neighboring building, resulting 
in more ‘risky’ EMF exposure and no extra income for the homeowners 
association (e.g. Respondent 3008). With the vote passed, the scout 
informs the contractor, and technical measurements are taken on the top 
of the building in May 2013. In June, the homeowners association receives 
detailed construction plans and contract negotiations start.

The building also hosts tenants who were not included in the decision 
making thus far, as they are not part of the homeowners association. In order 
for the site to be built, a tenant voting procedure is required.  We start our 
prospective research of this case at this point in the process and establish 
our panel in August 2013. On September 2nd, all of the 89 households, both 
tenants and the already informed homeowners, receive a letter inviting 
them to vote, with a ballot form (see Figure 14 above) enclosed, as well 
as the Antennebureau’s flyer ‘Everything on Antennas’ (Antennebureau, 
2011) and a detailed construction plan. The votes are counted by the audit 
firm assigned by the national government to execute the procedure. In the 
meantime, the homeowners association finalizes the contract negotiations 
with the provider, on September 26th. On October 1st, the result of the tenant 
voting procedure is in. A significant percentage (30.33%) of the households 
have replied to the voting procedure, while 59 have abstained from voting. 
Of the voting households, 21 have voted in favor, nine have voted against. 
With 50%+1 being in favor or abstaining, the vote has passed in favor of the 

Figure 16. The five story apartment building in Utrecht (left) and an excerpt of the construction 
drawing (right) which shows the proposed antennas situated on top of the elevator shaft (Source: 
KPMG, personal communication, 21-08-2013).
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construction (See Figure 17 below). Two weeks later, in October, we start our 
second wave of data collection. In November, less than two months after the 
contract is signed, the homeowners association learns that the construction 
will be postponed to early 2014. Nothing happens until March 2014, when 
we learn from the provider that the site will not be built anytime soon, again 
due to budget constraints. We do a final follow-up in May of 2014, but the 
process has come to a stop. In January 2015 the roof is still empty.

Like with the voting procedure in Utrecht, this case involves a smooth 
decision-making process. In this process, citizens are actively invited 
to participate, although tenants are involved at a time when contract 
negotiations are in a final stage. We observed this final stage prospectively. 
Through the information provided at the homeowners association meeting 
and later via the information leaflet distributed as part of the voting 
procedure, the national policy discourse is repeated. The development of 
the technology is defined as inevitable, and the specific antenna is framed 
as an indispensable tool to enhance the capacity of the network in the area, 
whereas possible health concerns are made illegitimate most importantly 
through reference to exposure limits. In the communication of the acquisition 
company, the emphasis also lies with the substantial economic gains for the 
homeowners association. This gain, of course, is also indirectly relevant to 
tenants. Yet again, the decision-making process is disjointed from the actual 
construction, which is postponed until further notice.

Panel results
In this panel we observe 14 respondents at least two times during the voting 
procedure (See Table 25 below), two of which are tenants. Both tenants 
are relatively young and have only recently moved into their apartments 
(Respondent 3103 and 3104). The panel’s mean risk perception score 
drops briefly in Wave 2 but in Wave 3 increases to a mean that is already 
much lower than the Dutch national panel average. The willingness to 
object measure is lower than the Dutch mean and decreases further right 
after the voting procedure. These measures suggest that the part of the 
decision-making process that we have observed prospectively intervenes 
in a situation where respondents are not concerned to begin with, and 
they become even less so during the process itself. This effect is not large, 
but this observation corresponds with a high Happy Technology framing 
score, which becomes higher in the final wave, and lower Health Hazard 
and Local Trouble scores, which appear rather stable over time. 

The qualitative analysis shows how respondents most frequently define 
cell site deployment on the health issue: 7 of the 14 (50%) respondents use the 
information provided to them to learn about cell site deployment. They focus 
on the health issue, which in most cases (43%) results in them expressing 
less concern about the issue over time. This appears related to the process 
itself: 21% of the respondents express more trust in the actors involved, and 
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Figure 17. The letter from the audit firm informing the residents in Utrecht of the results of the vot-
ing procedure in October 2013. Note the 21 votes in favor (voor), the nine votes opposing (tegen) 
the construction and the 59 votes abstaining (niet retour ontvangen). This means, as the letter 
explains with reference to the national government, that the deployment (plaatsing) can continue 
(Source: KPMG, personal communication, 01-10-2013).



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

167

Not if, but where: Local decision making on cell site deployment

8

no respondent refers to the local history of cell site protest, the municipality or 
local antenna policy. At the same time, respondents readily detach from cell 
site deployment on their own rooftops by referring to their personal ‘transient’ 
situation. They claim to lack either a long-term emotional or economic 
investment in this particular place or time. Respondent 3001, for example, 
claims not to worry about any health risks due to her old age. Any health 
effects will probably not affect her in the short amount of time she says she 
have left, thus making it an issue for the ‘younger generation to worry about’. 

 These changes correspond to the relatively large, although still modest, 
engagement of respondents with the decision-making process. Although 
we observe no actions or mobilization to stop the construction, a third of 
the households react to the voting procedure, with nine voting against the 
installation during the voting procedure. Three of the 14 (21%) respondents 
report changes in their use of the technology. Respondent 3104, one of 
the tenants, is the only respondent in this research who engaged in risk-
avoidance behavior during our observations. Specifically, she stopped 
leaving her cell phone under her pillow each night, hoping to improve her 
sleep. The other two respondents discuss the issue briefly with friends. One 
of them, Respondent 3010, internalizes industry jargon but over time loses 
interest as he becomes more engaged in opening up a new shop. No one 
else mentions searching for more information. 

In this particular case, respondents’ experiences of cell site deployment 
change as they interact with cell site deployment through the voting 
procedure. In the case of homeowners, this occurs before this procedure, in 
the context of the homeowners association. These changes appear to be an 
effect of respondents’ engagement with the procedure, especially since no 
respondent considers the local policy context on antennas relevant in this 
situation, and few engage in a search for more information. Nevertheless, 
the effect is not very strong. Respondents set themselves apart from the 
place and the technology. This is evident in the homeowners association. 
This appears to be an effective community of residents, active as they are in 
other neighborhood issues, for example  a protest against plans to refurbish 
neighboring office buildings as student housing. This is of concern to many 
respondents who fear noise pollution by rowdy students. At the same time, 
the building is not experienced as a home or shared community space. 
Respondents frequently divide residents into old and long-term residents 
and young and short-term ones. The former are said to be more likely to 
own their apartments and thus in the position to make decisions regarding 
the building. The cell site decision-making process itself also enacts this 
difference: the voting procedure was a surprise to some respondents, 
while it was a mere formality for engaged homeowners who were aware 
of this procedure, and in this sense, it was considered after the fact. The 
information supplied to them by the audit firm confirms what they had 
learned earlier. The priority given to the homeowners association in this 
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decision-making process, than, has a depoliticizing effect. The open format 
of the voting during the homeowners association meeting appears to ensure 
that members conformed to the majority opinion, even when they felt forced 
to do so, and tenants were involved in the process after the homeowners 
had already agreed to the installation. This greatly reduces the efficacy of 
tenants’ potential engagement in the decision-making process. 

Glendale

Local history
The city of Glendale, located in the north of Los Angeles County in California 
and incorporated since 1906, is the fourth largest city in the county and has a 
‘reputation for safety, excellent business environment, outstanding schools, 
state-of-the-art healthcare facilities, and growing restaurant and entertainment 
options’ (City of Glendale, 2016). It adopts its first ‘wireless telecommunication 
facilities’ ordinance in 1997 in reaction to the federal 1996 Telecom Act and 
because cities ‘were bombarded with applications’ (GRO network-provider, 
interview 21-01-2014). In January 2008, citizens in the affluent northern part of 
Glendale start Glendale Organized Against Cell Towers (GOACT) in reaction 
to an unannounced cell site deployment, and the city develops a cooperative 
position to their concerns. Citizens help rewrite the city’s existing ordinance 
and aim to improve the notification structures in place. The city announces 
a limited moratorium on new antenna installations on January 13th 2009. 
Multiple public hearings take place, and the city itself becomes an ‘activist’ 
on a federal level by criticizing the Federal Communication Commission’s 
‘Broadband Plan’ (FCC, 2010). The local protest, meanwhile, is successful. The 
provider has never built the contested installation ‘out of consideration for the 
community’ (City attorney, interview 06-12-2013). 

Table 25: Utrecht panel, means

Wave 1: Aug. 
2013, N=15

Wave 2: Oct. 
2013, N=14

Wave 3: May 
2014, N=12

Age 37.60 (15.36) 37.62 (16.41) 39.46 (16.13)

Educational attainment 6.53 (1.46) 6.62 (1.45) 6.62 (1.56)

Income (cat.) 3.69 (1.32) 4.08 (1.71) 4.08 (1.68)

Homeownership 0.87 (0.35) 0.85 (0.38) 0.85 (0.38)

Happy Technology 31.13 (3.94) 31.64 (4.52) 33.58 (3.20)

Health Hazard 15.73 (4.09) 14.21 (4.71) 14.50 (3.73)

Local Trouble 14.47 (5.26) 13.71 (5.16) 14.67 (6.15)

Risk perception 1.80 (1.15) 1.77 (0.93) 1.85 (.08)

Objecting 2 (1.07) 1.46 (0.66) 1.92 (.76)
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In April 2010, a new wireless ordinance is adopted and the moratorium 
lifted. The Glendale ordinance, inspired by the ‘Gold Standard’ set by the 
San Diego ordinance, aims to provide a useful road map that balances 
industry’s and citizens’ interests in a tiered system of permitting and 
reviewing. With this ordinance, the city also aims to improve control 
over the Public Right of Way (PROW)13. It is said to be rather ‘tough’ on 
the industry (City advisor, interview 17-01-2014). It incites industry to opt 
for least intrusive technologies, avoid ‘sensitive’ residential areas and 
aim at ‘community capability’, all of which are explained visually (City of 
Glendale, 2010, p. 81). This emphasis on aesthetics seems at odds with the 
abundance of television antennas and electricity cables in Glendale’s public 
spaces, but like in the Netherlands cities have limited discretionary power 
to engage with the health issue. The language of this local ordinance has 
resonated widely. The city attorney was contacted at least twelve times by 
other cities. With the ordinance in place, the protest settles down. 

Decision-making process
The cell site deployment we follow starts on July 18th 2013, when the 
provider applies for two permits simultaneously, one in South Glendale 
and one in North Glendale. I follow the former, which is proposed for a 
rooftop location on a ‘multi-family residential building’ in a ‘Commercial 
Service Zone’. Twenty antennas are intended to be hidden behind an EMF 
transparent screen wall with the rest of the equipment, such as the back-up 
generator, located on the ground floor (See Figure 19 below). This specific 
site is important because ‘the network was designed around this location’ 
(Scout, interview, 24-02-2014). The aim is to install 4G and enhance 
capacity. Alternative locations were dismissed. One was a childcare 
center, ‘which discouraged [the carrier] from pursuing this property’ 
(City of Glendale, 2014a, p. 22). The selected site has to come before the 
Planning Commission even though it is in a non-‘sensitive’ zone is because 
the building surpasses the height limit of 50 feet (15 meter). Furthermore, 
the building is listed as possible historic site, which makes the aesthetics 
of the installation pertinent.

13  The distinction between the Public Right Of Way (PROW) and all other land-use zoning such as private 
and public property in California is important in the cell site debate. Whereas carriers used to opt for 
private or public property, such as school districts’ land, to build larger scale antenna installations (mac-
ro-sites), with the network reaching maturity, carriers cite the Californian Public Utilities Code (CPUC, 
1951) to fill gaps in coverage or capacity by building in the PROW. These gaps tend to lie in ‘sensitive 
areas’, i.e. residential areas. The CPUC is based on an Act from 1850 that allowed for telegraph poles to 
be freely constructed in the PROW. This statewide franchise included telephone companies in 1905. A 
separate string of litigation today ensures that cities cannot bar wireless technology in the PROW, but 
they are allowed to regulate the ‘time, place and manner’ of the access to the PROW. Recently, the 9th 
Circuit Court determined that the ‘manner’ of access would include the regulation of the aesthetics of 
a cell site (U.S. Courts for the 9th Circuit, 2009). An interesting debate remains: is a wireless network 
provider a ‘utility’ in the classic sense? According to some, it is (industry professionals), while others 
argue that at most it is a ‘quasi-utility’, as carriers are able to refuse service to customers, while a utility 
company ultimately cannot. 
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On January 15th 2014, I attend this Planning Commission meeting on 
the location in South Glendale. A notification of the meeting was sent to 
186 property owners and 185 occupants within 500 feet (152 meter) of the 
proposed location (See Figure 18) ten days prior to this date. Others are 
informed by a post in the newspaper, on the city’s website and through the 
conspicuous on-site poster announcing the meeting (See Figure 20), which 
is also broadcasted live on television. The notification is written in technical 
language, in English, and health is not mentioned at all. No one initially 
attends the meeting, except for the scout and me. The scout tells me she has 
had many long talks with city staff in preparation for this meeting since there 
is ‘no room for error in Glendale’. The committee members broadly discuss 
the height and aesthetic issues. At the end of the meeting, two women enter 
the room, but they are too late to officially comment to the committee. They 
try to break through protocol and voice their concerns about health effects. 
One committee member starts to address their concerns, but the presiding 
member is resolute and the application is approved. After the meeting, the 
scout talks at length with the two women outside of the building, explaining 
laws and regulations on antennas and health. They are told that they can 
still appeal the Committee’s decision for six more weeks, at a cost of $1040.

Figure 18. A map of the neighborhood in South Glendale. To determine which properties need 
to be notified, a line is drawn measuring 500 feet (152 meter) from the corners of the property in 
question (Source: City of Glendale, 2014a, p. 7).



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

171

Not if, but where: Local decision making on cell site deployment

8

Figure 20. The conspicuous on-site poster in South Glendale which announces the public hearing 
in January. Note the technical English language it uses and the absence of reference to health.

Figure 19. These four pictures, taken from the city’s staff report written in preparation for the public 
hearing in January 2014, show the building in South Glendale ‘before’ and, through computer 
generated imaging by the acquisition company, ‘after’ the shielded antenna installation. The two 
pictures above, taken from the east, show two modified parapets at the front of the building. The 
two pictures below, taken from the south, show the rear of the building with the proposed RF 
transparent screen walls (Source: City of Glendale, 2014a, pp. 14-17). 
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Two weeks later, on January 27th 2014, I start my first wave of interviews 
in South Glendale. The contrast with North Glendale is immediately clear. 
Although it is commercially zoned, this area is in practice a less affluent resi-
dential area, housing predominantly migrants of which the majority are of 
Armenian descent. The appeal period ends shortly after the first wave, and 
no appeals have been submitted. After a plan check and building permit, the 
site can officially be built. The scout expects the site to be built very soon, as 
all the operator’s ‘banked’ sites have been deployed, and the budget has been 
approved. Meanwhile, parents at the Glendale Unified School District protest 
the use of Wi-Fi because of health concerns. The cell site applied for in North 
Glendale is still ‘in process’, and another cell site in the center of town comes 
before the Planning Commission, again with no citizens attending.

I conduct my second and last wave of interviews at the end of March 
2014, and the situation in South Glendale is unchanged. The city’s Building 
Department awaits the carrier’s resubmission of its plans. However, citizens 
in North Glendale mobilize. In July I learn of protest against the cell site in 
North Glendale, planned as a fake palm tree (‘mono-palm’, see Figure 21) 
in a ‘very small and exclusive commercial area’ (Active neighbor, personal 
communication, 15-09-2014) following citizens’ notification of the plans. The 
protest occurs in the same area as the 2008 protest, with citizens starting 
an online petition and continues to prompt email exchanges that express 
concerns on health and aesthetics as well as property value:

While it might seem obvious that we should fight this [cell tower] 
based on health concerns, the Federal Telecommunications Act 
of 1996 prevents local governments from considering the health 
hazards of cell towers as a reason to prohibit them. It seems too crazy 
to believe, but it’s true. We will have to oppose this cell tower for other 
reasons, of which there are many. The fact that it is an ugly, fake, giant 
tree in our quaint […] village is enough for me [Example 40: Excerpt 
from email active citizen, 14-09-2014, North Glendale]!

The first Planning Commission meeting is held in August 2014, and a second one 
is postponed until November. This delay is partly due to the negative advice the 
city staff made about the provider’s proposal, which is based on the aesthetics 
and backed by the 47 opposing emails the city received from citizens, with only 
two supporting emails. The provider shifts its plan to a ‘Spanish-style-tower’ of 
56 feet (17 meters) on a cemetery near the original location, which is publicized 
during a community meeting in February 2015. This shift provokes citizens to 
organize as ‘Glendale2action’ with a second online petition and detailed website 
with text in English and Armenian (See Figure 22). In their Frequently Asked 
Question section, they refer to health as a ‘real danger’ and to the carrier as 
‘very sneaky’ (Glendale2action, 2015). In May 2015, the carrier still needs to 
officially submit the application, which points to the efficacy of this protest. 
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Figure 22. FThe homepage of www.glendale2action.com on October 28th 2015. Notice the link to 
a page in Armenian in the top menu and the lack of direct reference to the health issue. Instead, 
aesthetics (‘preserve our neighborhoods’) and property values are explicit. Health seems implied 
in the term ‘our future’ (Glendale2action, 2015).

Figure 21. A computer generated image of the proposed fake palm tree in North Glendale that 
residents oppose in July 2014 (Source: City of Glendale, 2014b, p. 17).
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The City of Glendale has, in cooperation with an affluent part of its citi-
zenry, put itself on the map with regard to the governance of cell site deploy-
ment in California in 2008. This cooperative position appears to continue to 
this day. Although there is little opportunity for local government in Cali-
fornia to directly address health concerns, in Glendale such framings and 
feelings have been legitimated in the past and are now packaged in a very 
detailed ordinance, complicating industry practices. ‘Community capability’ 
is addressed through aesthetics, and policy has become concerned with 
timely citizen engagement and preemptively preventing unrest by identi-
fying ‘sensitive’ areas. These are, mostly residential, areas that are identi-
fied as being prone to societal unrest. The contrast with the Dutch cases is 
particularly in the early and active notification and community outreach the 
city practices. However, the information supplied to citizens is presented 
in rather abstract and technical language, offered only in English, and the 
health issue is not made explicit. 

Panel results
The response rate to my invitation letter and door-to-door recruiting in 
South Glendale is the lowest of all eight panel studies. I am able to speak 
to six respondents more than once, and three respondents fill in the survey 
(See Table 26), although I interview more citizens briefly on their doorsteps. 
Several factors influenced this response, and language appears to be 
the most important factor since English is the second language of most 
citizens in this area. Respondents, generally, appear to have relatively low 
place attachment and often mention being focused on making a living. 
‘People come and go’, as one respondent (G001) mentions. Furthermore, 
the local Armenian community seems rather closed to outsiders, and 
I often experience distrust. For example, although the manager and 
owner of the building briefly make time for me, I am unable to speak to 
any resident of the building in question. The building manager, who bars 
access to residents of the building by declaring that they all are elderly 
people of Armenian descent who will not understand me, is unaware of 
the cell site being constructed. The property owner appears particularly 
agitated about the unresponsiveness of the carrier and claims to not have 
involved his tenants or his manager in the decision-making process.

When asked about the cell site, six out of a total of 30 respondents mention 
learning of it through the notification. Respondents search for the meaning 
and intention of my questions and the proper words to answer them, most 
often agreeing with the construction. Few show concerns about health, 
and even less focus on aesthetics. No one formally opposes the proposed 
construction, although one anonymous two-sentence reply was received 
by the city in response to the notification. One respondent (DG18) in Wave 
2 briefly alludes to informing 15 people in the neighborhood after learning 
about the proposal through my questioning. She explains that most of 
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them are concerned about possible interference with the appliances in their 
homes. She did not reach out to the city, feeling that it would be pointless. 
No respondent mentions the history of protest in North Glendale. Next to 
this respondent, two other respondents (DG16, DG17) mention searching 
for information in between Wave 1 and 2. This leads one of them (DG16) to 
mention more concerns about health. She is one of the respondents who 
were aware of the decision-making process prior to talking with me. For 
two others, the issue appears more salient over time. Respondent DG3, for 
example, shows more health concern, but his most salient concern lies with 
the ‘right of citizens to be informed’. 

The citizens in South Glendale do not actively respond to the notification 
by the city, nor do legitimate framing and feeling rules resonate strongly 
amongst them. Very few mention the aesthetics of the proposed construction. 
Rather, respondents argue, for example, that they are pre-occupied with 
making a fresh start in a new country or are overwhelmed by the arrival 
of letters from the city every other week. Others voice concern. Although 
only one respondent (DG7) recalls my letter, my direct questions make a 
relatively large impact. Respondents seek information, such as DG18 who 
discusses matters with neighbors. These reactions show that the citizens 
in South Glendale have particular questions and concerns that are being 
excluded from the decision-making process. 

In this case, there appears to be a sharp contrast between South and 
North Glendale, which respondents also mention (e.g. DG19). Citizens 
in South Glendale, who appear to be less affluent in comparison to the 
citizens in North Glendale, are not readily reached by the city’s notification 
and do not involve themselves with the decision making. The citizens in 
North Glendale, conversely, are able to professionally (via a petition, a 
website, their presence at hearings), inclusively (their website is partly in 
Armenian), strategically (aesthetics are emphasized) and quickly mobilize 
themselves. These two decision-making processes, therefore, provide for 
a situation of inclusive cell site policy with a knowledgeable and, within 
its legal boundaries, cooperative and even activist city staff and council 
that, at the same time, avoid the emergence of particular publics. The fact 
that certain people are left out cell site decision making is implied by the 
need for people to live in or near the not ‘sensitive’ commercially zoned 
areas, to which industry professionals are directed to construct cell sites. 
This is emphasized further by the difference between the two cell site 
applications that were sent in on the same date in July 2013: Northern 
Glendale citizens intervene, whereas most citizens in South Glendale 
appear oblivious to the process. 
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Encinitas

Local history
Encinitas is a Pacific coastal town in the north of San Diego County that 
was incorporated in 1986. The town hosts a famous Self-Realization 
Fellowship Temple (the ‘Swami’s’) and is known for its flower growing 
industry, which has been diminishing in recent years. Encinitas adopts 
its first wireless telecommunication facilities ordinance in 2001. In 
language and structure, this is similar to the Glendale ordinance, as it is 
based in the land use zoning code, with a focus on aesthetics (See Figure 
23) and the avoidance of ‘sensitive’ areas via a multi-tiered permitting 
and review structure. These commonalities are partly due to the fact 
that the same attorney advises both Glendale and Encinitas on their 
wireless policies and, if need be, specific applications. The city takes on a 
mediating position towards citizens’ concerns, aiming to balance industry 
preferences and citizens’ concerns. Part of this position is the Encinitas’ 
Community Participation Plan (CPP). Before an application for a permit 
can officially be made, the applicant has to involve the neighborhood in 
a Community Participation meeting. Citizens are therefore informed and 
invited to voice their opinions early in a decision-making process, but it 
also means that informal negotiations between applicant and staff take 
place prior to this meeting. This intends to improve the process, as it 
detects controversy at an early stage. 

Table 26. Glendale panel, means

Wave 1: Jan. 2014, N=15 
(Survey, 2)

Wave 2: Mar. 2014, N=6 (2)

Age 42.00 (22.63) 40.50 (20.51)

Educational attainment 6.00 (-) 5.50 (0.71)

Income (cat.) n.a. 5.00 (-)

Homeownership 1.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)

Happy Technology 32.00 (0.00) 24.00 (4.24)

Health Hazard 15.50 (3.54) 17.00 (2.83)

Local Trouble 18.00 (5.66) 19.50 (0.71)

Risk perception 3.00 (0.00) 2.50 (0.71)

Objecting 3.00 (-) 3.00 (1.41)
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Decision-making process
The specific location that I follow has a history of cell site deployment and 
protest. It concerns a commercial building, today housing a storage facility 
and fitness company, surrounded to the east and south by a relatively 
affluent suburban neighborhood with broad lanes and single-family 
detached houses. Respondents mention that it is a rather individualized 
area despite the often-mentioned neighborhood watch, and a contrast is 
made between the more recent arrivals, who are predominantly tenants, 
and the longer-term citizens who have lived here since the construction 
of the area in the 1970s. In 2000, the first six antennas are installed on the 
building, and these are updated in 2009 without any citizen engagement. 
In 2010, another carrier applies for the construction of seven antennas 
and supporting equipment. A Community Participation meeting is held 
for this application on May 20th 2010, and at least two citizens attend. On 
July 15th, a public notice is sent out for a public hearing on this application, 
and according to the city’s files, one citizen (Respondent 8000 and his wife, 
although he does not recall doing so in 2014) starts a petition and hands 
in 22 signatures to the city. Twelve citizens also send letters to the city, 
with health and aesthetics being the main arguments against these seven 
new antennas, 13 citizens attend the public hearing on July 26th 2010. No 
current staff member remembers exactly what happened, but the last email 

Figure 23. An example of the importance of aesthetics: an antenna installation camouflaged as 
fake pine tree amidst real palm trees in Encinitas. 
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from the applicant to the city in the archive is dated on August 2010. The 
acquisition company at the time mentions that the carrier withdraws for 
funding reasons. In the next years, the 4G network roll out continues, a fake 
rock is built that hides antennas, and 22 small cells (Distributed Antenna 
System, DAS) raise health concerns in November of 2012. In January 2013, a 
group of parents withdraw their children from a local charter school, fearing 
for their health, after discovering 12 antennas hidden in the bell tower of the 
chapel of the school. This received a lot of media attention, and the city also 
got involved.

Early in 2013, yet another carrier starts negotiations with city staff for 
the construction of 13 antennas and 9 remote radio units, ‘concealed behind 
RF transparent materials’ on the storage facility. It is this decision-making 
process that I follow closely. The carrier hands in construction drawings on 
June 26th (See Figure 24), and on November 10th, 155 property owners and 
140 occupants within 500 feet (152 meter) of the site are sent a notice inviting 
them to a Citizen Participation meeting on December 5th 2013 (See Figure 27). 
The notice is written in a technical language and focuses on the proposal’s 
aesthetics and noise attenuation measures. Health or EMF emissions are 
not explicitly referred to. Two days before the meeting, again, a citizen 
(Respondent 8000) starts a last-minute petition against the installation, 
mistakenly believing the meeting to be a moment of decision making. By 
going door to door in the neighborhood, he and his wife gather 42 signatures. 
The next day, they are the only two citizens who attend the meeting, where 
they hand in the signatures and voice their complaints (See Figure 25 and 
26). Their concerns focus on noise, already feeling burdened by the storage 
facility’s gate and loud activities, aesthetics, RF EMF and health and, most 
importantly, property value, as the antennas will be ‘hanging outside our 
bedroom window’ at about 125 feet (38.1 meter). The scout reports their 
concerns to the city in a process report on December 23rd. 

In February 2014, I start the first wave of data collection in Encinitas. 
While doing so, the existing six antennas are hidden behind screens, which 
was applied for without notifying citizens in December 2012. The city is still 
awaiting the resubmission of the carrier’s plans after the initial review by 
staff and the Community Participation meeting when I do my second round 
of data collection in April. While wildfires haunt the area, and thousands of 
people are evacuated in May 2014, the carrier does not resubmit its plans. It 
is not clear why because both scout and carrier deny contact with me about 
this ongoing application. Early in July, I issue a third wave through email. 
At this time, the city informs me it has dropped the application because 
of a ‘lack of progress’ based on ‘no response’ to requests from the city 
(City of Encinitas, personal communication, 14-07-2014). Just a week later, 
on July 21st, the carrier starts a ‘new’ application. This application is, on 
paper, the same as the one from 2013, and on August 14th 2014, citizens are 
again invited to a Community Participation meeting with the exact same 
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notice as the one that was sent out in November 2013. The meeting is held 
on September 11th, and four citizens attend including the citizen who was 
active earlier (Respondent 8000), and he again voices his concerns. The city 
plans a public hearing on February 23rd 2015, which three citizens attend, the 
outcome of which the city has yet to inform me about.  

This process of cell site deployment is specific in its timely citizen 
engagement and the repeated attempts of carriers to construct additional 
antennas in the same locations. Encinitas’ local policy, like the notice, 
emphasizes the aesthetic aspects of cell site deployment. The health 
issue is avoided through official channels, while the (economic) need for 
wireless devices is stressed. The notice also, unusually, emphasizes noise 
reduction measures. The city goes beyond its formal requirements in its 
active community outreach and in particular with the use of the Community 
Participation meetings. City staff does mention taking into account a silent 
majority of citizens perceived as being well disposed to cell site deployment, 
thus mediating between citizens’ diverse concerns and industry ambitions. 
Citizens in this area clearly have concerns about cell site deployment, 
and these are voiced. Right before my research, parents protest against 
antennas on top of their children’s school, as mentioned earlier, while during 
the process, citizens of a neighboring town (Del Mar) start to protest plans to 
construct antennas on top of the library. 

Panel results
In this case, my research starts about two months after the notification and 
mobilization effort. In the part of the process that I have directly observed, 
respondents did not receive any additional information on the deployment. 
The majority of the respondents are aware of the application. The 13 
respondents I spoke with at least twice, seven of which respond to my third 
follow-up, define these plans as more of an aesthetic issue when compared 
to respondents in the Dutch cases. Noise concerns are also mentioned in 
contrast to other cases in which such concerns are generally not referred 
to at all. The survey scores, compared to the Dutch national level panel, 
show that respondents score relatively low on the Happy Technology and 
Health Hazard framings and relatively high on the Local Trouble framing. 
These scores indicate that respondents have a tendency to appreciate cell 
site deployment, next to aesthetics, on procedural grounds (See Table 27 
below). At the same time, the risk perception and objecting measures are 
somewhat higher and grow over time. In comparison with the only data on 
US risk perception of cell sites I could find, these numbers also prove high 
(see Chapter 5). With two moments of direct observation, respondents’ 
emerging experiences are difficult to grasp in this case. Between these 
two moments, five respondents show a change in feeling, four of which 
show more concern, while one respondent appears more appeased over 
time. Similarly, four respondents appear to shift their definitions of what 
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Figure 25. Picture sent to City of Encinitas by the active resident. This is taken from the east of the 
building. He has written on it, from left to right, ‘View from the driveway’, ‘400ft from antennas to 
house’ and, next to the arrow, ‘Our house’. In the background the storage facility is visible with, 
in the middle of the picture, two existing screened antennas attached to the side of the building 
(Source: Respondent 8000).

Figure 26. The written comments provided by the active resident on the community meeting. He 
argues against the content of the documentation (3), and at point 4 he mentions the petition and 
concerns (health, noise and aesthetics) (Source: City of Encinitas , personal communication, 11-03-
2014).

Figure 24. Excerpt from construction drawing of proposed screened antennas (line with label), as 
seen from the east (Source: City of Encinitas , personal communication, 11-03-2014).
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Figure 27. The notice of the neighborhood meeting in December 2013 as send out by the acqui-
sition company. Please note the lack of reference to the health issue, the focus on aesthetics and 
the explicit reference to noise attenuation measures. The small print explains the decision-making 
process, stressing the meeting to be a ‘preliminary tool for opening a dialogue’ and that it is ‘not 
meant to necessarily change or prevent a project as proposed’ (underlined) (Source: City of Encini-
tas, personal communication, 11-03-2014).
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is at stake. Respondent 8004, for example, is an elderly woman who 
takes care of her disabled husband. In her first interview, aesthetics and 
property value are the most frequent framings in her answers, whereas 
my interview triggered her to talk to her friend who is a nurse working in 
a hospital with strict EMF and health regulations. The woman mentions 
that this friend is rather worried about cell sites’ health effects. The lady’s 
framings of the cell site deployment, in her second interview, clearly shift 
to focus on the health effects combined with a more explicit distrust in the 
industry. 

These changes, and the respondents’ framings and feelings on the 
aesthetics, noise, procedure and relatively high-risk perception, point towards 
their engagement with the deployment. Although the notice resonates 
amongst the respondents, with the references to noise attenuation as the 
clearest example, their general experiences of cell site deployment remain 
rather distant. For example, only two respondents mention the screening 
of the existing antennas. Furthermore, I find little differences between the 
experiences of respondents who did or did not sign the petition. Those who 
did sign it often argue to have done so primarily as an act of neighborly 
solidarity instead of genuine concern with the cell site. This argument draws 
attention to the moral justification of the act but deters from the rather 
ambiguous worries on cell site deployment.

This ambiguity does not stop one respondent from starting a last-minute 
mobilization effort or others from searching for more information. The active 
respondent lives (see Figure 25) very close to the building in question, but 
next to gathering signatures and despite his strong concerns, he does not 
engage his neighbors in any other way. One respondent, 8001, also living 
close to the building in question, mentions going to the first meeting in 2010 
but does not involve himself actively in the current process. He stresses 
that his engagement originates from professional curiosity, having been 
involved with the development of the first digital mobile phone. In the 
third wave, he mentions becoming distracted because his wife has fallen 
seriously ill. Next to him, five other respondents (38%) mention a change in 
their activities during my observations. One was curious about co-location, 
another talked to a nurse – as mentioned above –, whereas two others 
searched for information online and the last engaged in a small experiment 
with his co-workers. He (Respondent 8006) is already very knowledgeable 
on cell site deployment from an unusual perspective. Because he develops 
property, he is often approached to house antennas on his buildings, which 
makes him critical of policy and industry although not very concerned about 
health. 

In this case, the timely citizen engagement and local policies do 
not prevent but rather provoke limited turmoil. At a final moment, one 
respondent again mobilizes his neighbors. This does not move further than 
signatures, as few attend the meetings. This process affects respondents, 
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as they search for more information and shift their positions towards cell 
site deployment as issue. These activities appear partly due to this location 
being on the boundary of two land-use zones. The proposed installation’s 
location is zoned as commercial, to which the industry is directed, while 
it is directly next to a residential area that is ‘sensitive’. Through active 
notification, this provokes an apparently effective public to emerge twice. 
Such sustained engagement and attention seems to reflect industry 
practices, as the carriers are now returning for a third time in five years to 
try and build additional antennas on the building. 

Amstelveen 

Local history
The city of Amstelveen borders the south of Amsterdam. While it is 
located in the smoke of Schiphol airport and subsequently burdened by 
the noise of airplanes, it is often perceived as a rather affluent city, housing 
many, for example Asian, expats. The debate on measures against cell 
site deployment has also played out here throughout the early 2000s. This 
centered on the possible health effects, for example through a motion to 
the city council in 2006 that investigated possible policy consequences of 
adhering to the precautionary principle. This motion was never followed 
through and never resulted in concrete policy measures because of its 
conflict with Dutch national policy. There also has not been much overt 
citizen protest against cell site deployment.

Table 27. Encinitas, panel means

Wave 1: Feb. 
2014, N=16

Wave 2: Apr. 
2014, N=13

Wave 3: Jul. 
2014, N=7*

Age 59.00 (16.45) 57.58 (15.20) n.a.

Educational attainment 6.70 (0.95) 6.83 (0.94) n.a.

Income (cat.) 5.60 (0.89) 5.50 (0.84) n.a.

Homeownership 0.40 (0.52) 0.33 (0.49) n.a.

Happy Technology 23.20 (3.33) 24.50 (3.50) n.a.

Health Hazard 16.90 (2.92) 17.75 (3.23) n.a.

Local Trouble 19.10 (4.82) 18.42 (4.50) n.a.

Risk perception 3.11 (0.93) 3.25 (0.97) n.a.

Objecting 3.11 (1.36) 3.42 (0.90) n.a.

*Wave 3 survey data is missing here because the survey shifted to another format (email follow-up)
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Decision-making process
On the 4th of May 2010, the municipality receives a carrier’s formal 
application for a building permit to construct a cell tower. The tower is 
meant to be constructed between a residential area, an abandoned railway 
and a park, with the construction being slightly higher than surrounding 
trees. This is published online on the 12th of May with the use of a 12-word 
notice. The notice briefly mentions the approximate location and that 
it concerns the ‘installation of a telecommunication tower’ (Gemeente 
Amstelveen, 2010, p. 1), similar to other notices on building permits. At 
first, the municipality denies the application on aesthetic grounds, but 
the carrier successfully appeals. Their appeal is based on claims of a lack 
of alternative locations and gaps in coverage due to the dismantling of a 
nearby rooftop location where the property owners did not want to extend 
the existing lease agreement. On May 4th 2011, the municipal council’s 
intent to grant the permit is announced online, with the use of the same 
brief notice and now explicitly pointing to the possibility of reviewing 
documentation (See Figure 28). The permit is granted on June 29th, and the 
cell site is constructed on September 28th 2011. 

Figure 28. Detail from second digital notice 
by municipality on May 4th 2011, explicitly 
addressing the deployment of a cell tower [het 
plaatsen van een telecommunicatiemast] and 
the location (made invisible here) (Source: 
Gemeente Amstelveen, 2011, p. 2). 

Figure 29. View from a respondent’s living 
room window, with the constructed cell tower 
visible above and through the foliage. 
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None of the citizens has noticed the municipality’s digital announce-
ments, and, as our respondents tell us later, they are generally surprised by 
the cell tower’s existence (See Figure 29). The location of the tower being 
almost in some citizens’ backyards provokes one citizen to gather signatures 
from 85 different households and to write a formal appeal, in cooperation 
with his lawyer, in October 2011. In this appeal, he strategically points to 
the need to move the installation, acknowledging the municipality’s limited 
discretionary power and refers to property value and a lack of due process. 
Health concerns also enter into his motivation through calls to the precau-
tionary principle, and such concerns appear the primary motivation for 
citizens to sign the petition. The active citizen contacts municipal council 
members, and local media give attention to the matter during this time. Not 
much happens, although the active citizen frequently informs his neighbors  
about the status of his appeal. In March 2012, the active citizen, his lawyer, 
the municipality and the carrier come together. It appears that the carrier 
is willing to cooperate with moving the site, but that the municipal council 
finds itself in a more difficult position. They claim to have properly informed 
its citizens and to be looking for alternative locations. To annul the existing 
contract with the carrier is not free of charge. The municipality looks at 
seven new locations in detail. Only one of these locations suits the carrier’s 
needs, and in order to acquire it, the municipality has to negotiate with a 
large private company. 

The appeal by the active citizen is still ongoing in May 2012, when we start 
our first round of data collection. The appeal is mainly a backstage process, 
and except for a documentary on public television, which caused quite an 
uproar in the EMF and health field in the Netherlands, not much happens. 
The documentary is entitled: ‘Getting sick from your cell phone’ (Ziek van je 
mobieltje), and in the introduction it states: ‘Do not put it against your ear, in 
your pocket or on your nightstand, because it might be carcinogenic’ (VARA, 
2012). It is not until after the summer holidays in September 2012 that the 
active citizen learns from the municipality that they have failed in their quest 
to find an alternative location. The daily board of the municipality is explicit 
about its confidence that the citizens’ property value claims and appeal 
procedure will turn out in the municipality’s favor, while voicing the need to 
avoid further unrest that an alternative location might provoke (Gemeente 
Amstelveen, 2012a). The active citizen informs his neighbors and mentions 
his disappointment and frustration, focusing his attention on taking legal 
action by basing his arguments on a lack of due process. The next day, the 
municipality sends out a press release in which they rather explicitly blame 
the protesting citizens for being ‘too late’ in noticing the permit application 
and, implicitly, for not-in-my-backyard behavior (Gemeente Amstelveen, 
2012b). Health is not mentioned. The municipality does acknowledge the 
need for more ‘intense communication’ about cell towers in the future. 
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In January 2013, citizens file a renewed complaint with the judicial 
committee of the municipality. The primary focus of this complaint lies with 
the procedure and most specifically with the online notification of the building 
permit. Older citizens, for example, are said not to have access to the internet 
and to therefore miss online notices. The aim is to ensure that the complaint is 
judged within the legal timeframe to voice concerns. Aesthetics, health effects, 
property values and alternative locations are the other main topics addressed 
(See Figure 30). Two months later, in March, a public hearing takes place, which 
we observe. Ten citizens are present, and property value damages seems to 
be their main concern, which is stressed by their lawyer. The municipality 
holds the hearing as a favor to its citizens since this renewed appeal is deemed 
too late. Local media also renew their interest. Twelve days later, the judicial 
committee of the municipality finds the formal complaints of January 2013 
without legal grounds. The active citizen writes to his neighbors to be ‘very 
angry about this sort of politics’ and in June appeals to this decision with the 
court in Amsterdam, while continuing to lobby with local political parties. 
In September 2013, we do our second wave of data collection. The process 
quiets down until January 2014, when the Amsterdam court convenes for three 
hours on the matter, dealing with it from a strict legal-technical point of view. 
Later that month, we do our third and final wave of data collection. On April 
11th 2014, the court also finds the citizen’s complaints without legal grounds, 
agreeing with the citizens about the limited communication but also finding 
the municipality to lack a reasonable alternative location to construct a cell 
site. The active citizen writes that ‘the municipality’s mistakes are being swept 
under the rug’ and, now, considers a final and costly appeal to the State Council 
(Raad van State), feeling strengthened by how the municipality is now, more 
proactively, involving citizens in a new cell site deployment.

In this decision-making process, the municipality appears to reject 
citizens’ concerns, exemplified by the framing of these concerns as a not-in-
my-backyard phenomenon. Although adhering to their legal requirements, 
the municipality has not separated the construction of a cell site from other 
permit applications and has not actively engaged its citizens on the topic. 
This shifts when the petition is done, and the active citizen is engaged with on 
several occasions. The municipality starts an, albeit inconsequential, search 
for an alternative location, and this is when we start our observations. This 
search ends with the press release in September 2012 (Gemeente Amstelveen, 
2012b). This press release focuses on the legal technicalities of the decision-
making procedure, like the subsequently renewed formal complaint and 
public hearing in 2013 and the decision of the Amsterdam court in April 2014. 
The passive ways of notification have been most prominently debated. In this 
way, it is the formal procedure that becomes the most legitimated framing 
here, rather than property values, health or aesthetics. The information and 
activities of the active citizen contribute significantly to this framing of the 
situation, as he regularly keeps his neighbors up to date.
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Panel results
The focus on the legal technicalities of the decision-making procedure is 
reflected in the results of the panel study. This is evidenced by the relatively 
high Local Trouble mean framing score, which drops somewhat in favor 
of Happy Technology and Health Hazard framings over time. Similarly, 
the growing mean health risk perception scores and the relatively very 
high mean objecting scores, with 4.20 (SD 0.84) in Wave 3, are the highest 
encountered throughout these eight panel studies (See Table 28). These 
tendencies are also found in the qualitative analysis. Respondents have, in 
contrast to other cases, little trouble finding ways to give meaning to cell 
site deployment. Health, property values and the decision-making process 
itself are very salient, and cell site deployment is continuously embedded 
in existing experiences in the living environment. Most generally, 
respondents note that the relative burden imposed by the constructed cell 
site pales in comparison with the consistent noise of airplanes landing and 
taking-off. I have identified three respondents’ positions towards the issue 
shift over time. One (18) notes being appeased, as the cell site becomes 
a rather distant concern. Conversely, respondent 49 appears even more 
alarmed over time. He mentions being left with ‘weird feelings’ after the 
last public hearing that he attended. Respondent 47, a previous active 
member of local politics, was particularly concerned about the value of 
her property. However, she sells her house successfully, so this proves 
unwarranted. When she moves away, she becomes rather indifferent 
about the situation. With concern already being very high with three other 
respondents, most remain stable in their concerns.

Figure 30. Picture taken from the formal complaint to the municipality on January 25th 2013. The 
cell tower is visible just behind the building. Please compare Figure 29 with this one, and note 
how much closer the cell tower appears to be here (Source: Amstelveen citizens’ formal complaint 
letter, 25-01-2013, p. 22).
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In this case, the most important factor for respondents is the information 
supplied by the active citizen. His words clearly resonate in respondents’ 
answers. For example, he often refers to the common proactive notification 
practices of the municipality when bus stops are to be repainted. He 
contrasts this to the now rather passive and elusive online notification of 
the cell site. Several respondents reiterate this contrast, which apparently 
fuels their distrust in the decision-making process. The active citizen is 
much more salient in the situation than the critical documentary that caused 
an uproar; it was referred to by only one respondent. Besides the active 
citizen, two other respondents got actively involved in the appeal and 
communicated with him, instead of only being informed by him. Three of 
the seven respondents did not sign the initial petition and were informed 
mainly through local media. They particularly note the dwindling nature 
of the protest over time. None of the respondents actively searched for 
information, which might be connected to the issue already being highly 
salient at the start of our research. 

While we came into this situation relatively late, this case offers 
information about a decision-making process on a cell site, which became 
a legal undertaking. It is this shift in particular that we observe here, along 
with citizens’ reactions after the construction of a cell site. We witness their 
surprise and outrage, mainly with regards to a disruption in their expectations 
of citizen engagement with the city. Thus, respondents initially experience 
the construction of the cell tower as having been done with ‘evil intent’ 
by ‘thieves in the night’ (Respondent 49,2). The municipality’s rejection of 
citizens’ concerns and the existing policy’s negligence of communicative 
attention to cell site deployment seems to have been at the root of both 
the high health risk perceptions of respondents and of the legal turn in 

Table 28. Amstelveen, panel means

Wave 1: May 
2012, N=8*

Wave 2: Sep. 
2013, N=7

Wave 3: Jan. 
2014, N=5

Age n.a. 54.29 (15.14) 58.00 (17.36)

Educational attainment n.a. 5.71 (1.98) 5.40 (2.30)

Income (cat.) n.a. 5.00 (1.41) n.a.

Homeownership n.a. 0.71 (0.49) 0.60 (0.55)

Happy Technology n.a. 26.86 (7.15) 28.60 (8.17)

Health Hazard n.a. 18.86 (3.72) 20.40 (4.04)

Local Trouble n.a. 24.00 (3.51) 22.80 (2.86)

Risk perception n.a. 3.00 (1.00) 3.20 (1.48)

Objecting n.a. 3.86 (1.07) 4.20 (0.84)

*Wave 1 survey data is missing here because of later changes in the survey. 
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this particular instance. Through an emphasis on property valuation, due 
process and via strategic positioning, the protest driven by the active citizen 
becomes a legal battle that turns it into a costly but also an increasingly 
opaque situation for the other respondents. The rather sudden emergence 
of a public protesting the cell site appears to attenuate over time, which is 
seen in the small drop in the Local Trouble framing between Wave 2 and 
Wave 3. Throughout, citizens distrust the city council and staff rather than 
the industry, but this lessens over time, as the process increasingly takes 
place out of sight and involves more abstract legal reasoning that proves 
unsuccessful. The active citizen appears to lose his earlier support base. 
As respondent 15 mentions about the cell site being constructed: ‘You get 
used to it’ (Respondent 15,3). Contrariwise, over time the active citizens’ 
frustration and anger appear to grow in a case that has yet to result in any 
modification to the construction built in 2011.

Egmond Binnen

Local history
Egmond Binnen is a village close to the north-western Dutch beachfront, 
surrounded by two neighboring villages bearing the same name. As of 
2001, it has been a part of the Bergen municipality as a result of a contested 
amalgamation process with the former Egmond, Schoorl and Bergen 
municipalities. Bergen is considered high class, while Egmond Binnen is 
perceived, as respondents tell us, as a working-class village where citizens 
are mostly born and raised. Each village in the municipality still has its own 
village council. Specific local cell site deployment policy has evolved here 
in conjunction with a complex process of citizen engagement with two 
separate cell site deployments that started in 2006 and 2015 and have not 
reached a conclusion. A municipal official still calls cell site deployment a 
‘supersensitive case’ (Interview 12-12-2012).  

Decision-making process
This process begins in 2006, right after the results of the Dutch ‘Swiss’ EMF 
and health research are published, with the successful permit application 
of a carrier to build a 40-meter tall tower in the south of Egmond Binnen, 
close to a home for the elderly (See Figure 32, first location). Citizens 
overlook the initial application and municipal publications, but the 
municipality’s subsequent notice of the permit being granted catches their 
attention. Citizens are surprised, and about 300 of them attend a meeting 
organized by the municipality in April 2006. The carrier decides to halt the 
construction of the tower out of respect for citizens’ concerns even though 
the court denies the preliminary injunction to stop construction that the 
municipality has requested (Gemeente Bergen, 2012). The municipality 
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starts to formulate local policy at this time, explicitly responding to 
citizens’ concerns about the possible public health effects of EMF. In this 
policy, active citizen engagement is cited as an important task, while the 
inevitability of the municipality’s cooperation with cell site deployment 
and the lack of opportunity to consider health effects in such cooperation 
due to national policy are also stressed. This local policy is formalized in 
July 2008. The municipal council, using aesthetic arguments, aims to ban 
cell towers from the built environment by only allowing cell sites to be 
built at least 300 meters away from residential areas and near existing 
‘gray’ infrastructure or ‘elements’ that already ‘pollute’ the horizon. This is 
in effect paradoxical policy because Egmond Binnen is mostly surrounded 
by a nature reserve of sand dunes. Almost anything built outside of the 
built environment would further ‘pollute’ the scenery. Furthermore, the 
municipality has little say about this property since it is mostly owned by 
PWN, a (drinking) water company that filters water from the dunes, and the 
Noord-Holland province. A year later, in 2009, the same carrier applies for 
another 40-meter high tower near the neighboring village Egmond aan de 
Hoef. The daily board of the municipality agrees in 2010, and when citizens 
are invited to comment in May 2011, citizens and the village council object 
even though they participated in the earlier negotiations with the carrier. 

With two cell sites now being contested, the municipality decides to 
diminish the role of the village councils and to work more directly with 
citizens. The municipality starts a new trajectory that includes citizens to 
a larger degree in so-called ‘UMTS Working Groups’. The point of these 
groups is to let citizens ‘participate in the [decision making] process and be 
responsible for the result’ (Interview municipal official, 12-12-2012). These 
Working Groups, in which about five citizens are actively involved, appear 
to work together. An active citizen mentions that they were advised to ‘make 
a lot of noise’ by the other Working Group (Interview, 19-12-2011). As part of 
this trajectory, alternative locations are examined for their radio-technical 
suitability by two separate institutions (TNO, a technical research institute, 
and Twente University), the latter being drawn in by active citizens because 
of the perceived lack of independence of the former. This also means that 
the earlier investigations of the carrier are re-examined. 

These examinations stall the process until July 2012 when the results 
are presented. These do not neatly overlap because only Twente University 
takes UMTS frequencies into account. The municipal council makes a 
preliminary decision about both cell towers that is released to the press on 
August 21st 2012. They announce that the site in Egmond Binnen is to be at 
the playing fields to the north of the village (See Figure 32, second location) 
and use aesthetics arguments in line with their policy: existing light poles 
at the playing fields already pollute the scenery, which makes the relative 
burden of the cell tower small. This preliminary decision is discussed in 
two separate and well-attended community meetings in both villages in 
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September 2012, which we observe (See Figure 31). In Egmond Binnen, 
about 40 citizens attend. The Antennebureau, the carrier, Twente University 
and the responsible alderman are also present. The Antennebureau and 
the alderman give brief presentations after which an active citizen takes the 
floor. Health concerns take central stage, and he argues rather successfully 
for the need to find yet another location. 

Although the municipality announced that a final decision would be 
made in October 2012, this is now postponed. The municipal council agrees 
with citizens’ requests for an alternative location in Egmond Binnen. In the 
following months, yet another possible location surfaces as the right option. 
This location is just to the north of the sporting fields, even further away from 
the village itself (See Figure 32, third location). The carrier, after doing their 
own technical survey, agrees with this decision, which is formally debated in 
the municipality’s daily board in early March 2013. A press released is sent 
out on March 5th in which the definite locations are presented as a legitimate 
and final decision, although now the aesthetic argument is lacking. Health 
concerns are also not mentioned, but the need for cell towers is reinforced: 

It is a burden to have bad coverage and sometimes even alarming. 
[…]  Emergency service, such as the fire brigade and the ambulance 
are harder to reach [Example 41: Gemeente Bergen, 2013]. 

The lack of aesthetic argumentation makes sense considering that at this 
new location, which consists of open farmland, the tower will be quite 
visible. The location is also not the most technically suitable, but it seems 

Figure 31. Pictures taken during the community meeting in Egmond Binnen on September 4th 
2012. The left picture shows a sign positioned outside of the building, saying: ‘No !!! Cell site in/
close by residential area’. The picture on the right shows residents listening to the Antennebureau 
representative’s presentation. 
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to work because of its distance to the village and the fact that the property 
is not designated as nature reserve. Local media report the press release 
as a firm decision, even though the formal decision by the municipal 
council follows on April 18th 2013 and is further modified and discussed 
the following months. The location in Egmond Binnen is far from certain. 
Because the land is owned by the church and leased by a farmer, both 
have to consent to the construction of the cell tower, and neither has 
agreed yet . The carrier ensures the construction of a taller tower in 
Egmond aan de Hoef, in a conversation in June 2013 with, and through 
a letter to, the municipal council. At the same time, one political party 
(‘Mens en Spirit’) formally opposes the permit in Egmond aan de Hoef in 
a letter, pointing to possible health effects and other sources of expertise 
such as the BioInitiative Report (Sage & Carpenter, 2007). In its reply in 
early September, the municipality refers to the Dutch Health Council and 
national policy to legitimate this final decision. 

Around this time, we start our panel study. We focus on Egmond Binnen 
because of the ongoing process and do our first wave in October 2013. While 
we do so, the decision-making process itself is discussed in the municipal 
council on October 4th. The council focuses on the matter of grievance 
payments of €15,000.- which have to be made to the carrier because of costs 
endured on the original location for which a permit was granted in 2006. After 
the first wave, the carrier negotiates with the church and farmer in Egmond 
Binnen, which takes a surprisingly long time, but the municipality does not 
intervene. The carrier applies for the formal permit for the site in Egmond 
aan de Hoef just before our second wave of data collection in February 2014. 
Right after, this permit is granted and the municipality receives no new 
comments from citizens. The negotiations between the carrier, church and 
farmer in Egmond Binnen continue in the background, and the municipality 
continues to refrain from intervening. This is still the case in late April 2015, 
as the municipality announces on its website. 

This situation provides for a case of long-term citizen engagement in 
cell site deployment, which is uncommon in the Netherlands. The initial 
surprise of citizens leads to local policy changes that focus on aesthetic 
preservation and community engagement, but new unrest emerges, 
leading the municipality to construct an even more elaborate trajectory of 
citizen engagement. In this way, the municipality aims to mediate between 
the industry and citizens’ concerns. These actions have, to a large degree, 
legitimated citizens’ concerns, for example through how the municipality 
continuously stresses its limited power over the health issue while it 
strategically takes up aesthetic arguments. By opting not to use the original 
2006 permit, the carrier aids in this legitimation, but many more actors play 
a role here, such as the Antennebureau at the community meetings, the 
water company and province who are reluctant to open up their nature 
reserve for cell site construction and, later, the church and farmer in 
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Figure 32. A map of Egmond Binnen made by the Bergen municipality (21-08-2012) shows the 
many locations for the cell tower that are considered in the process. The thin crosses represent the 
first set of locations. The hand-made crosses and encircled numbers represent the second set of 
locations that were researched. I have marked the original, second and final locations with black 
dots (Source: Gemeente Bergen, personal communication, 07-11-2012).



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

194

Chapter 8

Egmond Binnen who also appear unwilling to allow an antenna installation 
on their property. Throughout this extended process, citizens remain active 
and involved. Their protest proves effective, with the cell site now situated 
firmly outside of the village. Within this historical context, during our period 
of direct observation, most interactions, and thus our case, happen out of 
the public’s eye. The municipality appears to consider the matter dealt with 
conclusively and no longer intends to mediate. 

Panel results
The panel results show the effects of this long process of citizen 
engagement (See Table 29). Whereas the Happy Technology and Health 
Hazard mean framing scores resemble the Dutch national panel means, 
the Local Trouble framing mean score is considerably higher, just as the 
objecting and risk perception measures show much higher mean values 
than the national level panel means. Longitudinally, this situation is rather 
stable; however, the risk perception measure mean score moves down 
most noticeably, indicating that citizens are generally more appeased over 
time, while political interactions move backstage. The qualitative analysis 
shows that, similar to Amstelveen and Encinitas, respondents have much 
more framings at their disposal for defining cell site deployment. In this 
case, the particular location and design of the cell site are very salient, 
although the local upheaval takes center stage. In general, respondents do 
consider the matter over and done with. They agree with the final decision 
and show high trust in the municipality. No one refers to the ongoing 
negotiations between the church, farmer and carrier. Only one active 
citizen, who actively seeks information by, for example, talking to the 
farmer and municipality himself, is informed about the debate between 
the church, farmer and carrier. He believes that the installation is going to 
be built, but he adds that most villagers do not care either way anymore. 

During our window of observation at the tail end of this long process, 
it is therefore not surprising that few respondents shift in their positions 
towards the cell site being deployed. Three respondents appear to shift in 
their feelings towards the issue during our research, one of which shows 
more concern and less trust because of the (relative) silence that has fallen 
over the process. Another appears to be less pleased with the technology 
nearby during our second interview (5008). No respondent except for 
Respondent 5003 appears triggered by our questions, and she is the only 
one to mention going to find out about the current situation. 

The decision-making process, interpreted retrospectively, appears to 
have influenced the framing of seven of the 15 respondents we observed 
twice. One elderly woman, for example, has not been actively involved 
but is very knowledgeable of the situation and refers to protests in her 
previous hometown and to recent earthquakes caused by the nearby gas fields 
(Castricum, October 2013). This effect is most clear among active citizens, four 
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of which took part in the panel. For example, one man with a high level of 
knowledge on EMF and health was active in the early stages of the process. 
He mentions being appeased by the information given at the meetings, like 
Respondent 5004 who mentions that she was ‘simply told that there was no 
reason for concern’ (5004,1), but ‘now it’s quiet’ (Respondent 5113). Conversely, 
an older woman who is particularly worried about any health effects and, 
uniquely, about the possibility of the construction being blown apart by a 
storm, speaks out on such a meeting, but does not feel that she is taken very 
seriously and is still somewhat angered (Respondent 5103). One respondent 
(5105) lives outside of the village, about forty meters from the final location. 
Her husband is concerned about the health effects, and she is angered by how 
she only received information on this decision via local media in March 2013. 
Her husband does formally object, but this has no effect, and they feel that the 
installation, although ultimately outside of the village, is now being dumped in 
front of their home. She feels excluded from this decision, which she equates 
with not being a part of the village community. Despite her attention to the 
issue, even she, who has bought land from the church, seems unaware of the 
ongoing negotiations between the carrier and the church. 

This long-term process of intense citizen engagement seems to affect 
respondents framings of, and feelings about, cell site deployment. Today, 
respondents’ references to specific locations and the local protest almost 
overshadow health concerns, as all respondents are aware of the unrest, 
however residually. Cell site deployment is experienced as a serious 
and worthwhile issue. The emergence of a concerned public, which the 
municipality institutionalized into issue-specific ‘Working Groups’ in order 
to mediate between the different parties, has been very influential both in the 
nature of the decision-making process and its final result. These dynamics 
have not been observed directly, as political interactions in Egmond Binnen 
have moved back stage, and the start of our intervention lies at the tail 
end of the process. Most respondents, therefore, consider the matter over 
and their positions on the issue do not shift much over time. Respondent 
5105 is illustrative here. Despite her confrontation with the installation a 
mere forty meters from her house, she does not appear knowledgeable of 
the current state of affairs. She also exemplifies a salient insider/outsider 
discourse maintained by respondents in Egmond Binnen. The ‘insiders’ 
are satisfied with the end result of the process, the site being just outside 
of the village, whereas she, physically and culturally, is an outsider who 
has never felt properly included in the ultimate decision that is made. Cell 
site deployment is particularly salient for respondents in Egmond Binnen 
when the prolonged debate is put in a broader political context of municipal 
amalgamation. The result of this amalgamation process has been that 
respondents in Egmond Binnen feel neglected by the more affluent city of 
Bergen. Respondents show a high level of distrust of the results of the 2001 
merger process. They often mention feeling that investments are not made 
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in their area, which is exemplified by the recent closure of a swimming pool, 
whereas uncomfortable infrastructure, such as a cell site, is ‘dumped’ here. 
An example of the uneasy wedding between the Egmonden villages and 
Bergen is that the general municipal building is located in the neighboring 
municipality Alkmaar due to practical concerns. 

Conclusion: Not if, but where. 

The eight cases described in this chapter show how citizens interact with 
cell site deployment in their neighborhoods, and how, in specific political 
interactions, framings and feelings are legitimated and contested. In all 
eight cases, cell site deployment happens through long-term decision-
making processes. The process in Egmond Binnen, for example, has taken 
eleven years and is ongoing. Much of the actual decision making happens 
backstage, in closed meetings between local authorities and industry. 
Often, citizens’ participation is limited to input on decisions already 
made. Here, the clearest example would be Duiven. The most important 
dynamics in these local decision-making processes are repetition and 
desynchronization. Industry professionals, for example, hold a long-term 
view to construct a durable network that enables them to return several 
times to the same location (Amersfoort, Encinitas) and to repeat citizen 
participation processes (Utrecht, Encinitas). The desynchronization 
between decision making, citizen participation and the actual construction 
of a cell site, which occurred in almost all cases under consideration here, 
appears to fuel much surprise amongst property owners, local authorities 
and citizens alike. With a location secured, carriers can opt to delay or 
cancel the actual construction altogether because of shifts in priorities. In 

Table 29. Egmond, panel means

Wave 1: Oct. 
2013, N=22

Wave 2: Feb. 
2014, N=15

Age 53.60 (14.49) 53.47 (15.26)

Education attainment 5.41 (1.84) 5.27 (1.83)

Income (cat.) 4.29 (1.38) 4.00 (1.33)

Homeownership 0.77 (0.43) 0.67 (0.49)

Happy Technology 26.9 (6.41) 27.40 (4.84)

Health Hazard 17.46 (4.16) 18.20 (4.06)

Local Trouble 20.73 (4.77) 20.07 (4.59)

Risk perception 3.27 (1.24) 2.93 (1.10)

Objecting 3.5 (1.26) 3.47 (1.51)
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the Dutch cases, industry professionals explained that the development 
of the LTE (4G) network precluded investments in new sites, as existing 
ones were updated first. The desynchronization that results from such 
decisions can spark protest, as we have seen in northern Glendale and 
Amstelveen. These two dynamics make it difficult for citizens, but also 
for local authorities, to interact with cell site deployment. To do so takes 
a lot of work and time because in most cases there appears to be little for 
citizens to directly interact with or learn from. 

The degree of formal citizen participation in decision making varies 
between and across the eight cases. This ranges from long term and 
effective cooperation of local authorities with concerned citizens (Glendale) 
and mediation between industry and citizens (Egmond Binnen, Encinitas) 
to a rejection of citizens’ concerns (Duiven, Amstelveen) and an avoidance 
of citizens altogether (Amersfoort). Citizen engagement with cell site 
deployment, therefore, seems primarily related to local policy aims. Both 
in northern Glendale and Egmond Binnen, for example, local policy practice 
and citizens’ concerns dovetail, legitimated depoliticizing framings and 
feelings are opened up and an active public emerges. However, this is distinct 
from the situation in South Glendale and for respondents just outside of 
the Egmond Binnen village. This shows how apparently cooperative or 
mediating policy practices can also exclude ‘outsiders’ such as migrants 
living within the non-‘sensitive’ areas in the case of Glendale or citizens on 
the outskirts of the village community in Egmond. Furthermore, local policy 
only indirectly intervenes in the tenant voting procedures in Utrecht and 
Eindhoven. 

Similarly, the content of the decision-making processes is somewhat 
differentiated in each situation: the social problem at stake can shift. 
Nevertheless, the information provided by (local) authorities and industry, 
through official communication channels such as websites, local papers 
and public hearings, in these eight cases generally rehearses the framing 
and feeling rules from the national level policy discourse. Challenges to 
this discourse are most often an explicit reaction to citizen unrest, which 
itself is locally produced, but even in such challenges, the policy discourse’s 
technological imperative is left intact. What remains open for citizens to 
debate is not if the cell site is to be deployed in the neighborhood but is at 
most where and how the site will be constructed. These challenges were 
absent in Amersfoort, where the municipality and scout did not actively 
inform citizens, except for the clients of the elderly home. In Duiven, the cell 
tower was, beside the formal notice, mentioned in the local paper where 
health concerns were explicitly denounced and property value concerns 
pre-empted, after the decision to cooperate had formally been made. 
Citizens were actively invited to participate in the tenant voting procedures 
in Utrecht and Eindhoven, where standardized information that reiterated 
the policy discourse was provided to citizens at a meeting (Utrecht) 
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and through a leaflet enclosed with the invitation to vote. In Glendale and 
Encinitas, the early and active community outreach stressed the main local 
policy issue (aesthetics). In Amstelveen and Egmond Binnen, it was the 
information that was provided to citizens, or the perceived lack thereof, that 
became the main topic of contention. The rehearsal of the national level policy 
discourse is, in these cases, mostly supported by (local) media outlets. During 
my observations in the Netherlands, national television broadcasted two 
programs that were critical for the policy status quo, but these programs were 
mentioned by surprisingly few respondents. Local or regional media outlets 
are much more decisive in these interactions. They can provide a platform for 
active citizens, for example in Amstelveen, but they generally do not explicitly 
challenge the prevailing discourse. Only in Egmond Binnen did I observe a 
situation in which a dominating discourse was ultimately challenged through 
official channels and local media. My own fieldwork was also structured to 
repeat the policy discourse when necessary, as departing from this structure 
often led to an immediate, although not prolonged, triggering effect.

Throughout these eight cases, citizens effectively engage with a cell site 
deployment in their neighborhood. The deployment has, again, been stalled 
in Encinitas, the location has shifted to outside of the village in Egmond Binnen 
and the rooftop location was rapidly embraced in Utrecht. The magnitude, 
and efficacy, of this engagement, however, should not be overstated. Citizens 
rarely have meaningful control over cell site deployment, nor do they appear to 
engage with cell site deployment with full attention despite active and repeated 
invitations to do so. Local contentious publics in these cases often consist of a 
single citizen doing the legwork (Amstelveen, Encinitas) or emerge only for a 
brief moment in time (Utrecht). In half of the cases, a respondent engages in 
active political action (See Table 30), but the absolute number of respondents 
doing so (N=4) is small. In three of these cases, the respondents in question 
are already engaged in a mobilizing effort at the start of my research, unlike 
in Glendale, where one respondent informed about 15 of her neighbors about 
the situation. Only one of these four respondents initiated a prolonged legal 
action against the already constructed site in Amstelveen. Legal arguments 
always play a significant part in decision making, most notably in California 
where (city) attorneys and case law play a crucial role in shaping policies. In 
Amstelveen, however, this action appeared to distance respondents from the 
process over time instead of working as a means of keeping them engaged. 
More respondents signed petitions (Encinitas, Amstelveen), filed complaints 
with the city or attended community meetings (Encinitas, Amstelveen, 
Egmond Binnen) or voted on the matter (Utrecht, Eindhoven). In the other 
four cases, no one mobilized, and of these four, only in Utrecht and Eindhoven 
was there active engagement with citizens. In Utrecht, 30 respondents (34% 
of the 89 households) reacted to the voting procedure, with nine households 
voting against, whereas in Eindhoven only one respondent (0.07% of the 15 
households) reacted to the invitation to vote. 
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The active citizens are an important source of information for other 
engaged citizens. Politically active citizens were often the most knowledgeable 
respondents we encountered. In a situation in which protest emerged, the 
initiator of such action maintained his/her support base through repeatedly 
sending out of information (Amstelveen, but we also observed this in 
Amersfoort), often via emails that included alternative ways of framings and 
feelings about cell site deployment. This is most prominently exemplified 
through references to the precautionary principle and by experts who 
refute the prevailing interpretation of health research on EMF, for example 
with information gathered in the ‘BioInitiative’ (Carpenter & Sage, 2007). 
This kind of information sharing does not always occur: the active citizen 
in Encinitas did not sustain his mobilizing activities. I also identified what 
might be called ‘seeds of mobilization’: respondents individually search 
for information. More than a quarter of respondents (26%) engage in such 
activities, and the amount of respondents doing so differs per situation 
(See Table 30). I identify two main strategies through which respondents 
try to learn more about the situation. Respondents mention using ‘Google’ 
for the issue and coming across both governmental and protest websites. 
The impact of these activities in everyday life seems minute, as hardly any 
respondents are able to recall which search terms they used, which websites 
they read or exactly what they learned. Others casually inquire with others 
about what they have heard about the cell site when they see neighbors 
outside, when they drop their children off at the local primary school or 
when they take the dog for a walk. These casual inquiries are, relatively, 
most often mentioned in Glendale, Duiven and Encinitas. These interactions 
seem to be provoked by communication practices by local authorities and 
my fieldwork, as mentioned in Chapter 3. This is exemplified by the Duiven 
case, where respondents search for information after the local government’s 

Table 30. Political activities*

Mobilizing Searching for information Total N

Amersfoort 0 (0.00) 5 (0.15) 33

Duiven 0 (0.00) 12 (0.43) 28

Utrecht 0 (0.00) 3 (0.21) 14

Eindhoven 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 5

Glendale 1 (0.17) 3 (0.50) 6

Encinitas 1 (0.08) 5 (0.38) 13

Amstelveen 1 (0.14) 2 (0.29) 7

Egmond Binnen 1 (0.07) 1 (0.07) 15

Total 4 (0.03) 31 (0.26) 121

*N/(Percentages of number of respondents observed at least twice)



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

200

Chapter 8

information eludes almost half of the respondents. Respondents, however, 
generally do not go much further than to retrieve this existing formal 
information. Conversely, in Egmond Binnen, all respondents were aware that 
cell site deployment was a local issue, and although the cell site deployment 
process is in fact still ongoing, most felt properly informed about the tentative 
decision that has been reached. Only one respondent mentions searching for 
information on the current situation. 

In contrast to these seeds of mobilization in which a relatively large 
proportion of respondents appear to engage, very few respondents mention 
a change in their practical use of telecommunication technology in general, 
or cell phones specifically, over time. Such changes in use could entail risk 
avoidance strategies as, for example, practiced by electro-hypersensitivity 
sufferers. For example, Respondent 3104, a young woman in Utrecht, 
mentioned that she had stopped putting her cell phone next to her pillow when 
sleeping. She stressed that this was to minimize distractions and enhance 
her sleeping, which she learned from her boyfriend. Yet, she also pointed 
out that the health issue had gotten more salient as a consequence of the 
tenant voting procedure. I also encountered more respondents who already 
engaged in some risk avoidance strategies. Three of these respondents 
were very active in avoiding EMF exposure, and two of them explicitly call 
themselves ‘sensitive’ to radiation. The advent of a new antenna is, for them, 
yet another, though relatively small, burden to carry.

Cell site deployment is not necessarily ‘local’, as in confined to the 
geographical boundaries of a municipality, but is rather being ‘localized’ in 
specific situations. The eight situations I have described in this chapter provide 
us with a broad range of interactions that center on a cell site being deployed 
in the neighborhood. Next to local authorities and citizens, many actors can 
contribute to the decision-making process such as industry representatives 
and property owners. My focus on the dynamics of their interactions, i.e. the 
decision-making process instead of contentious interactions alone, shows how 
different framings and feelings can be legitimated and contested. However, 
the most important dynamics in these interactions are depoliticizing ones, 
which generally keep cell site deployment’s meaning stable. The deployment 
of the technology itself is not questioned, nor do health concerns play a 
legitimate part in local decision making, as these are made into an issue of 
national, or federal, public health. The specific location and design of a cell site 
are the most important entry-point for citizen engagement. Such engagement 
is, in some cases, actively sought by authorities. In other situations, it seems 
rather difficult for citizens to interact with a cell site being deployed in their 
neighborhood. The depoliticizing dynamics make the decision-making 
processes rather opaque for citizens and local authorities alike. In the next 
chapter, I will compare the different cases to examine the effects that these 
different interactions and citizens’ engagement have on their experiences of 
cell site deployment. 
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Introduction

Citizens experience the process of building a cell site in their neighborhood 
in diverse ways. They can be pleased with the extra network capacity, or 
the decision-making process can go unnoticed because of more pressing 
needs and concerns, such as a newborn child or financial worries. When 
it is experienced most pessimistically, a cell site can be perceived as a 
useless, unsightly, noisy, costly and dangerous device that is being built 
too close to home as a result of improper decision making. Where do these 
different experiences come from, and when and how do they change? In 
the previous chapter, I described the planning of a cell sight construction 
in eight situations along with the interactions that occur during these 
localized processes. In this chapter, I examine citizens’ experiences of cell 
site deployment in relation to these interactions. I move away from a single 
case discussion and compare the eight cases to explore the effect of the 
different situations on citizens’ experiences over time. Thus, I focus more 
strongly on differences between rather than across cases.

In Chapter 5 I described how, on a population level, Dutch citizens’ 
experiences of cell site deployment remained rather stable during my 
window of observation between 2012 and 2014, which is line with the 
similarly stable national level discourse in this period. This population 
level stability is the vantage point for the analyses of this chapter. Here, I 
will make use of the mixed-method analysis of the repeated interviews, 
surveys and observations done with the respondents who took part in the 
eight panel studies. However, I lean more heavily on the qualitative analysis 
to illustrate my findings. I argue that through variation in framing and 
emotional management, citizens take different ‘everyday positions’ towards 
cell site deployment. To different degrees, citizens work to engage with, or 
distance themselves from, a process of decision making on the construction 
of a cell site in their neighborhood, especially when they are provoked to 
take a position. I show how this work is influenced by existing emotional 
attachments and concrete interactions, for which a policy discourse can 
provide a context. First, I will discuss the framings that citizens use during 
these decision-making processes, the feelings they manage and, in doing so, 
the positions they take towards cell site deployment in the neighborhood. 
Next, I will discuss the specific dynamics of these framings and feelings in 
relation to the eight concrete processes of decision making. 
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Framings, feelings and emotional attachments

When asked about a cell site being deployed in the neighborhood, the 
respondents in our eight panel studies show themselves to be active, capable 
and rather creative in their framings of cell site deployment. It is this work 
that I have been able to observe most prominently in respondents’ answers 
to questions directly concerning cell site deployment. By examining these 
answers and comparing these findings with survey data and observational 
notes made during fieldwork, I can categorize the most salient ways in 
which respondents frame cell site deployment in the neighborhood, which 
results in five ways that respondents frame the issue (See Table 31). 

Table 31. Qualitative framings overview

Problem Keywords Quantitative Framing (CH5)

Happy Technology Functional Coverage, Phone Happy Technology

Health Hazard Medical Radiation, Cancer Health Hazard

Visual Pollutant Aesthetical View, Location Local Trouble

Property Value Economical Money, Buyers Local Trouble

Democratic Control Political Due Process, Trust Local Trouble

Table 32. Frequency qualitative framings*

Amersfoort Duiven Utrecht Eindhoven Encinitas Amstelveen Egmond Total

Happy 
Technology

0.25 0.23 0.24 0.35 0.17 0.14 0.19 0.22

Health 
Hazard

0.40 0.37 0.31 0.17 0.37 0.34 0.31 0.32

Visual 
Pollutant

0.20 0.23 0.21 0.38 0.32 0.30 0.31 0.28

Property 
Value

0.03 0.05 0.10 0.01 0.07 0.07 0.06 0.06

Democratic 
Cont.

0.11 0.12 0.14 0.10 0.06 0.17 0.13 0.12

Total 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

* percentages of codes used per interview transcript / Glendale data is not suited for this analysis
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Each framing justifies cell site deployment as a problem on different 
grounds. For example, the Happy Technology framing concerns a functional 
definition of cell site deployment, giving meaning to it through its use value, 
whereas the Health Hazard framing defines cell site deployment as a biomed-
ical problem. The most significant difference with the previously identified 
quantitative framings (See Chapter 5 and Table 31) is that the Local Trouble 
framing splits into three distinct framings: Visual Pollutant, Property Value 
and Democratic Control. This split proved necessary to distinguish the three 
problem definitions, aesthetic, economic and political, which were found to 
coincide in the analysis of the Dutch national level panel. The Happy Tech-
nology and Health Hazard framing are also found in the qualitative data. An 
indication of the frequencies of these qualitative framings is given in Table 
32, which shows that the Health Hazard, Visual Pollutant and Happy Tech-
nology framings are, respectively, most frequently used by respondents, 
although there are clear situational differences. It also shows how the Visual 
Pollutant framing of cell site deployment is much more salient than the 
Property Value or Democratic Control framing. 

These five framings are the most salient ways that respondents define 
cell site deployment and therefore exclude less salient problem definitions. 
For example, they do not account for concerns about the noise made during 
cell site construction or by generators and maintenance workers after the site 
is completed. Such concerns were only mentioned in the case of Encinitas. In 
Egmond Binnen, Respondent 5103’s remarks on the solidness of the structure 
itself are more unusual. She mentions being afraid that the cell site might be 
blown apart by a storm and fall on top of her house. This somewhat ties into 
the Property Value framing but not completely since it involves more than an 
economic appraisal of the cell site. She is also worried about the potential 
health effects of the antennas themselves, thus broadening the potential 
danger of a cell site into a tangible risk. It is also exceptional how Respondent 
2101 in Duiven ties the main benefit of a cell site in the area to its capacity 
to conduct lightening away from neighboring buildings rather than to an 
increase in network coverage. The diversity in framings citizens use shows 
how the ‘benefit-burden’ dichotomy, which  I describe in Chapter 5, is too 
simplistic to understand citizens’ experiences fully. To take the Property Value 
framing as an example: The cell site can be framed as detrimental for property 
value, arguing that potential buyers would be more reluctant to acquire a 
property that is near a cell site. More positively, a property owner can frame 
a cell site as beneficial for the economic value of a property because of the 
lease the provider pays to build and maintain the antennas. In this way, the 
benefit-burden dichotomy can be part of each of the five framings I identify. I 
will now discuss each of these five framings. In my examples, I make use of 
the association question we asked during each interview, which intended to 
ascertain respondents’ primary way of framing cell site deployment. 
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Happy Technology
The Happy Technology framing evaluates cell site deployment on its 
functionality and foregrounds the joys of the wireless telecommunication 
that cell sites enable: sufficient reception and coverage for wireless devices: 

I: …and when you think about cell towers, what are your associations 
then? 
R: Eh, well that, eh… if they make sure that the reception is good 
everywhere, that, that’s only a positive thing [Example 42: Respondent 
1014b, 3, Man, 1946, Amersfoort].

Reception is not valued in its own right. It needs to be ‘good everywhere’, and 
a new site should not interfere with existing wireless devices and networks. 
The quality, capacity and reliability of the wireless network should be enough 
to be able to comfortably use wireless devices:

I: … cell towers, for mobile phones, if I begin about that, what does 
that make you think about? 
R: That it’s convenient when one is nearby, that you can call easily 
[Example 43: Respondent 5110, 2, Man, 1983, Egmond Binnen].

 
Cell towers nearby lead to ‘convenience’, and this functionality is valued most 
in this framing. The deployment is defined as a public utility representing 
‘progress’ (Respondent 3008,3), and cell sites and their use are normalized. 
This can even explicitly be the case: 

I: What does that mean to you, an antenna for mobile phones, what 
does that tell you? 
R: What does that tell me… well, it makes sense that these things 
have to be there, I’m pretty dependent on it
[Example 44: Respondent 1112, 1, Woman, 1972, Amersfoort].

For Respondent 1112, antennas ‘make sense’ and her dependency does not 
come across as a negative feeling since she is happy to be able to use the 
technology. Yet, such happiness also has a sense of irony when defined as a 
necessary evil:

R: Well, what does it mean? They have to be there, because… eh… 
society asks for it, eh… I mean, everybody. My grandchildren are 
sitting all day like this… [mimics children busy with phone] [Example 
45: Respondent 1011, 2, Woman, 1945, Amersfoort].

Respondent 1011 refers to her grandchildren as being addicted to their 
wireless devices. To her, this serves as an example of a forceful modern 
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‘society’ from which she excludes herself. Whereas the Happy Technology 
framing generally involves an embrace of the technologies’ functionality 
and an approval of ongoing deployment, respondents also comment on 
the growing dependency on wireless technologies, a dependency inflicted 
upon the respondent by others. This is done in the context of the broader 
issue of the socially acceptable use of wireless technologies, the rapid 
development of which is felt to impinge on social relations.

Health Hazard
The Health Hazard framing defines cell site deployment as a biomedical 
health risk. Respondents focus on the RF EMF emissions from cell site 
antennas, or ‘radiation’ as it is more generally called:

I: A cell site for mobile phone use...[…] What does that mean to you? 
R: That there is a whole lot of radiation, but is there a cell site near 
here anyways?
I: I wouldn’t know actually…
R: Me neither. I think like, yeah, I know it’s not good [Example 46, 
Respondent 1102,1, Woman, 1954, Amersfoort].

Framing cell site deployment as health issue involves the gut feeling that 
they are ‘not good’ for people in general. Respondents use broad strokes 
and undetermined words to describe this health effect of which ‘cancer’ and 
‘radiation’ are the most common. These are strong and emotional words 
entangled with ideas of the health effects of nuclear energy, X-rays, etc. 
The use of these words is related to the intangibility of the possible health 
hazard (RF EMF):  

R:…and, you know, that’s [radiation] something that you can’t 
really see, or you can’t feel, or, you know, there’s no way to really 
know what’s going on there. Eh, however… information that’s been 
disseminated about that indicates that there can be a problem… 
[Example 47, Respondent 8001,2, Man, 1943, Encinitas].

The only way to ‘really know’, for Respondent 8001, is ‘information’ that 
points to a real health hazard. Such information is differently interpreted by 
different respondents: 

I: Yeah, and how did that make you feel when you, when [the notice] 
arrived, how did you feel about it?
R: Ehm… I was interested to know that they were going to do something 
there, but I do not think it… it really affects me. Eh, nobody’s shown 
any… data to show that… radio cell towers do affect people or do not 
affect people… [Example 48, Respondent 8012,1, Male, 1955, Encinitas].
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Respondent 8012 is aware of the ongoing lack of rigid scientific consensus 
on the health effects of RF EMF, but contrary to Respondent 8001 comes 
to a different conclusion. Such clear references to scientific research and 
evidence are exceptional but clarify that the health issue is biomedical, 
to be solved by experts and proper evidence. The use of specific words 
such as ‘health risk’ or ‘electromagnetic fields’, which specify the matter 
beyond the gut feeling of it ‘not being good’, implies the awareness of a 
specific institutional context and knowledge domain not readily available 
to most respondents. 

Defining cell site deployment on health is, at the same time, also more 
than defining it as a biomedical risk to a human body. For one, cell sites 
are also defined as a hazard to the health and well being of the natural 
environment. The troubles of honeybees are a well-known example of this. 
Furthermore, defining it as a health issue does not necessarily entail a strict 
biomedical perspective on the body and its environment: 

R: …but yeah, you notice how the air gets filled up, when you are 
in a country which is much emptier, like Sweden, you feel… it’s 
such a relief being there. […] Also has to do with the density of 
everything, of the population. You know, structures become very 
dense, that simply causes pollution, and I think also a lot of mental 
illnesses, just also how the air is polluted, by vibrations [Example 
49: Respondent 1007,1, Woman, 1961, Amersfoort].

Electromagnetic emissions, in this last example, become part of a broader 
discourse on energy and flows. Health is referred to by Respondent 1007, 
but from an ‘alternative’ point of view; bodily, sensitive, perhaps spiritual 
and, in so doing, also broader concerns with ‘modern times’ are addressed. 

Visual Pollutant
When using the Visual Pollutant framing, respondents define cell site 
deployment as a design issue. This means referring to the aesthetics of a 
cell site itself, to its aesthetic effects on the landscape and, in this way, to 
the location and the way in which it is (to be) constructed. The aesthetics 
of cell sites are largely defined in a negative way:

I: If you think about cell sites, what do they mean to you personally?
R: Ehm, I think they’re not very beautiful.
I: Beautiful…
R: But, I mean, they’re not the best pieces of art. […] They’re not 
pretty, tall, ugly, yeah [Example 50: Respondent 3105,2, Woman, 
1981, Utrecht].
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Cell sites are ‘not very beautiful’, but are also put in a broader aesthetic 
context. The aesthetics of the living environment are thought to diminish 
when a cell site is constructed nearby: 

I: Eh, if I begin like this about cell sites, what do you think about? 
R: Eh, that it’s big, and that I am happy that it’s not going to be in 
front of my door.
I: Hehe, ok, and why is that?
R: Yeah, eh, I look out at a nice bit of green grass, I like that, not 
looking against a cell site [Example 51: Respondent 2006,3, Woman, 
1991, Duiven].

Respondents prefer not to see cell because they pollute existing views and 
vistas. Consequently, their invisibility is defined as a beneficial attribute, and 
to account for the potential negative aesthetic valuation, cell sites are often 
shielded and disguised. This practice is more explicitly referred to in California 
than in the Netherlands, where fake (‘faux’) trees illustrate this strategy:

I: …when I talk about cell sites, for mobile phones, what is the first thing 
which eh… pops in your mind, what you think about?
R: Well, I just think about the eh… the fake trees, usually [laugh]… they 
had the fake palm trees and the fake pine trees and that’s… that comes 
to mind first… [Example 52: Respondent 8007,2, Man, 1962, Encinitas].

In this example, to disguise a cell site as a tree fails to render cell sites 
invisible, it being the respondent’s first association, which for Respondent 
8007 is rather unproblematic. However, such disguise can also feed into a 
feeling that something harmful is purposively being hidden from view. 

However, even without such camouflage, the ubiquitous cell sites 
are generally not very visible to respondents, as they blend in with other 
infrastructural elements in the urban landscape. This is closely connected to 
the location where cell sites are built. Broad words are used to describe a cell 
site’s location (‘rooftops’), and only when respondents are confronted with a 
decision-making process does this location become more concrete:

R: […] I rather not have it in my backyard, but as it is standing now, 
it actually doesn’t burden me that much 
[Example 53: Respondent 18,3, Woman, 1978, Amstelveen].

Respondent 18 refers to the burden of an exact location, which is not only 
about aesthetics, as was the case in Example 51 (2006,3), but is also about 
possible health effects. The Visual Pollutant framing, here, coincides with 
the Health Hazard framing, as respondents refer to the need to keep a safe 
distance to a cell site. 
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Property Value
The Property Value framing involves valuing cell site deployment on its 
economic value, as a commodity, or on its impact on other commodities. 
On the one hand, a cell site is treasured for its economic value, but this 
valuation generally requires an existing familiarity with details of cell site 
deployment, which is the case for Respondent 3102: 

I: Such a cell site, or antenna, if I start about that, what…
R: Yeah, I know, eh, by coincidence that in my old apartment, we 
had a cell site on the roof and I know that…
I: On the roof?
R: Yeah, on the roof, and I just know that it makes money for the 
home owners association and, eh, in this light; it doesn’t bother 
me, and if you earn some extra money for the apartment building 
and its maintenance, I’d say why not do it [Example 54: Respondent 
3102,1, Man, 1983, Utrecht]?

Renting out rooftop space or leasing land to the provider that is willing to 
construct a cell site indeed earns owners some money, making it worth 
any ‘bother’. Next to ‘some extra money’, this also increases the economic 
value of property, which, for example, in the case of an apartment complex 
can be rent-controlled in. On the other hand, cell site deployment is feared 
to devalue property:  

R: Eh… so… you know, I am not… you know, unless it really affects 
home values, or something like that, I, I, wouldn’t necessarily… 
be opposed to it [Example 55: Respondent 8003,2, Woman, 1964, 
Encinitas].

This notion of devaluation is closely connected to home ownership and the 
possible health effect and aesthetic value of cell sites. It is thought that the 
construction of a cell site in the vicinity of property will prompt prospective 
buyers to value the property lower. In making this argument, respondents 
refer, for example, to specific lawsuits and mediatized episodes of protest 
against high-voltage power line construction. This fear is generally only 
mentioned when respondents have (had) rather durable experiences with 
cell site deployment. 

Democratic Control
This fifth and final framing defines cell site deployment as a political issue. 
With this framing, respondents put cell site deployment within an often-
contentious relation between citizens, government and industry and stress 
the distribution of burden and benefit. Here, cell site deployment is about 
due process, control, trust and efficacy. The feeling of not being in control 
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is pivotal to this framing. Political action, such as complaints or protest, on 
cell site deployment is considered not to be very effective because citizens 
have no control: 

I: Have you been thinking about it since we’d last met? 
R: I did think about it, but, I don’t have a strong opinion about it. I 
feel that if you’re always playing with that thing, that’s just as bad 
for you as living close by. But if you live close by, then you have no 
say in it, while that [points to phone] you can take care of yourself. 
I: So, it’s about control?
R: Yeah, you don’t have that [Example 56: Respondent 1003,2, 
Woman, 1937, Amersfoort].

Respondent 1003 is clear. There is simply ‘no say’ in cell site deployment, 
in contrast to wireless devices owned personally. He is not necessarily 
expressing much regret about such lack of control, so this remark shows 
the importance of trust. This trust has evaporated in the situation of 
Respondent 47:

R1: No, I think the biggest problem for us is how it was done, the 
sneaky behavior, yeah. I really think that’s [makes choking, being 
disgusted sound].
I1: Yeah, like in bending the rules?
R1: You know: ‘I am not in my right, but I will be right anyways… 
I’ll publish it [a permit application], but you won’t see it, but I stuck 
to the rules’. It’s not democratic at all [Example 57: Respondent 47, 
Woman, 1961, Amstelveen]!

Respondent 47 refers to the construction of a specific cell site in her own 
neighborhood. It is the ‘sneaky’ and ‘not democratic’ process that defines 
how the cell site is evaluated and ensures surprise, anger and moral 
outrage rather than the cell site itself, its functionality, health effect, design 
or economic value. This is a very explicit reference to a lack of democratic 
control and is part of a discursive move from content to procedural 
argumentation. Respondents in situations where protest has occurred 
also refer explicitly to the process itself:

I: If I talk about cell sites, what is the first thing you think about?
R: Eh, where it is being constructed [laugh].
I: [laugh] yeah, but what do you mean by that?
R: Well, there has been a lot of commotion here about where to put 
it […]. A whole committee was working on it, and I suppose it’s now 
being built over there […].
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I: Behind those trees, I thought.
R: Yeah, exactly, so, yeah, that’s the first thing I think about, because 
of all the commotion about it [Example 58: Respondent 5001,1, 
Woman, 1958, Egmond Binnen].

To define cell site deployment as a democratic concern happens most 
specifically in the context of existing or historical local protest, or 
‘commotion’, such as Respondent 5001 does in this example. In these 
cases, respondents appear rather engaged with the issue when they frame 
the deployment as Democratic Control. This is different when respondents 
refer to the (historical) societal unrest to cell site deployment: 

I: All right, […] if I mention a ‘cell tower for mobile phones’, what do 
you think about? 
R: Well, years ago there was a debate about that, but, [short laugh], 
I have heard nothing about that for years…
I: Ok, and what kind of debate?
R: …that’s my first reaction. Well, that there were many people who 
were worried about it… eh, ehm… that the radiation from an UMTS-
site, whether or not that radiation was perhaps very harmful…
I: Yeah.
R: …and eh, eh, yeah, that all kinds of residents worried about it a 
lot, and eh, that the government always said that it would be ok, 
yeah [Example 59: Respondent 3101,1, Woman, 1982, Utrecht].

Note that Respondent 3101’s first association in his first interview was 
with the history of societal unrest on cell site deployment. His reaction 
is rather similar in structure to the previous example (Respondent 5001) 
in the emphasis on the contentious relation between the ‘many’ worried 
people and ‘the government’, although it is directed at a more generalized 
level. At a similarly generalized level, respondents make the association 
with comparable public issues such as windmills or high-voltage power 
lines, or even broader and historical issues such as earthquakes, asbestos 
or tobacco. Such associations focus cell site deployment on feelings of 
trust and (lack of) control: 

I: What kind of associations do you have with a cell site for mobile 
phone use?
R: Eh, well, actually not very many. But I do see people who, for 
example live below high voltage powerlines and, eh close to a cell 
site, I mean. You don’t want a cell site, because it emits radiation of 
course, right  […] and so I feel that needs to be researched properly, 
and not be put too close to residential areas, or the radiation needs 
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to be very low so that, eh… The research is probably there, I 
assume, so I kind of trust that if it would be really bad, they would 
not do it, at least you’d hope so, wouldn’t you? [laugh] [Example 60: 
Respondent 2014A,3, Man, 1952, Duiven].

Respondent 2014 seems to search for a way to answer the question, and 
the power lines and cell site health issues seem to conflate here into 
‘radiation’, about which he is rather concerned. He appears to feel that he 
does not have much control and to rely on trust in ‘proper research’ and 
hope in an amorphous ‘they’ to protect him from the ‘really bad’. 

In our most recently collected interview data, cell site deployment is also 
defined in the context of increased governmental control. The broader privacy 
debate resulting from Edward Snowden’s revelations in June 2013 on anti-
terrorism practices of governmental agencies across the world is tied into cell 
site deployment because one of the agencies’ practices is the collection of 
meta-data on cell phone use. Furthermore, respondents refer to the possibility 
that their movements are tracked via their cell phone in triangulation with cell 
sites, again pointing to increased external control. This debate on privacy is 
rather new, but the evaluation of cell site deployment as a political concern 
is markedly different from the other framings. The key distinction lies in a 
valuation of cell site deployment within a political realm, a realm from which 
respondents appear to feel rather excluded in this particular case. This is 
not necessarily made problematic as long as trust is maintained. Framing 
cell site deployment as a democratic concern does appear to presuppose 
some familiarity with the history of contention on cell sites, local or not. 
Such familiarity is also necessary in order to refer to legal action on cell site 
deployment as well as the work of lawyers and lawsuits. Such work is, for 
instance, not referred to in respondents’ answers to the association question. 
In California, the legal aspects of cell site deployment appear more normalized, 
but this also means that they are an institutionalized part of policy creation.

Feelings and everyday positions
Respondents are also active in managing their feelings when confronted 
with a cell site being deployed in the neighborhood. In this research, I have 
encountered myriad feelings, ranging from joy and trust to fear, anger, 
shame and moral outrage. I have generally observed such feelings in 
interview settings or in more politicized moments of community meetings. 
In the analysis, I focus more on long term ‘moral’ emotions and ‘affective 
loyalties’ (Jasper, 2011, p. 144) or emotional attachments, as I call them, 
and the way in which respondents express these, rather than on short 
term and direct emotions, such as outrage, which we did encounter during 
moments of protest. More specifically, I focus on combinations of framing 
and feeling to grasp citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment. The 
varied ways in which the situation is framed and the different ways in which 
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feelings are managed together give rise to respondents’ experiences of cell 
site deployment in everyday life. I categorize these experiences here as the 
‘everyday positions’ that respondents take when they are confronted with 
a cell site in their neighborhood (see Table 33). These positions exemplify 
the different strategies of emotion management respondents deploy. 
They are inspired by the resonance model’s discursive positions towards a 
dominating policy discourse (consonant, dissonant, autonomous), as they 
are categorized on an axis of engagement (Bröer, 2008, p. 99). In contrast 
with the categorical distinction made in the existing resonance model 
in citizen’s positions to a policy discourse, I find how citizens position 
themselves towards a social problem to different degrees. Respondents 
can express themselves and remain distant from the problem (Inattentive), 
or they can be very much engaged (Alarmed). The more citizens engage 
with cell site deployment, the more they are confronted with a policy 
discourse. If this engagement is minor or not existent14, citizens appear to 
be at a loss for words to describe their ideas about cell site deployment. 
The more citizens engage with cell site deployment, the more framings 
they have at their disposal and the more emotions, predominantly negative 
ones like fear and shame, are managed. Engaged citizens talk easily about 
cell site deployment. Therefore, I find that when cell site deployment 
is made important in everyday life and little distance is taken to it, the 
political discourse appears ‘amplified’ in citizens’ experiences of cell site 
deployment. The discourse is rather ‘muted’ when the deployment is kept 
at a distance from the everyday. These positions can be reflected upon 
by respondents and, analytically, derive from the interview setting, which 
prompts respondents to at least take in a position. Below I describe each 
position. I touch on the most salient feelings managed and framings used 
in these positions. This is to enhance the description because the Health 
Hazard framing, for example, is appropriated by almost all respondents. 

14   I would like to thank Justus Uitermark for pointing out this difference.

Table 33. Everyday positions 

Feelings about Issue* Framings of Issue*

Inattentive Unaware Residual

Indifferent Unmoved, Puzzled Residual

Optimistic Joy, Satisfaction Happy Technology, Property Value, 
Democratic Control

In Doubt Anxious, Unease Health Hazard, Happy Technology

Critical Disgust, Anger Visual Pollutant, Property Value, 
Democratic Control, Health Hazard 

Alarmed Fear, Shame, Moral Outrage Health Hazard, Democratic Control

* most salient feelings and framings
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Inattentive
Cell site deployment can figure in the background of citizens’ everyday lives, 
especially when they appear to struggle to find a reply to our questions. 
This is grasped by this first position in which respondents create the most 
distance between everyday life and cell site deployment as a concern. 
Emotions that might emerge from being confronted with cell site deployment 
are managed by a lack of engagement. Respondents appear inattentive and 
detached. Little justification is given for such lack of engagement:

I: But how do you think about cell towers in general? Is that a thing 
you think about?
R: No, no… [laugh], it isn’t. 
I: Oh, well that’s ok… But, so if I were to ask you, what’s the first 
thing you think about when I mention these cell sites, what would 
you say?
R: .... not much, really… [Example 61: Respondent 8003,1, Woman, 
1964, Encinitas].

Respondent 8003 does not have many words to use to describe cell site 
deployment. His brief laugh in his first sentence in particular demonstrates 
his lack of engagement with it. This can also be explicit, when respondents 
mention that they simply do not ‘not care’. This position does not entail that 
respondents are completely unaware of cell site deployment. Respondents 
are mindful that cell site deployment is an ongoing public issue on health, 
however vaguely:

I: Perhaps to begin with, if I start about cell sites and those antennas, 
what do you think about?
R: I don’t get stressed out right away, so eh [laugh]
I: That’s good.
R: I do know that there are people who are immediately stressed 
out when a cell site is built nearby, but it does not bother me at all… 
[Example 62: Respondent 2007,1, Man, 1955, Duiven].

In this example, Respondent 2007 frames cell sites as a public issue on 
health, but it is something that is going on with someone else. Other people 
are ‘stressed out’. In so doing, he displays both a familiarity with the Health 
Hazard framing and distances it from his everyday life. This exemplifies 
how total ignorance of cell site deployment is hard to find.  

Indifferent
The second position is rather similar to the previous one, but in this 
position, respondents provide explicit justifications for their detachment 
and instead of being unaware appear to be unmoved:
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I: … has anything happened in the last two months that you think I 
should be aware of?
R: Nooo, no. I haven’t, I mean, I, I have two kids, it’s crazy… It’s 
busy, busy, busy…
I: Yeah? …
R: Ehm…
I: Was it their spring break as well, or? 
R: Yeah, yeah… yeah… So we were gone a week, and then [the 
active citizens], they were gone, but you know we really, we 
didn’t really, I never really talked to them… we just, we just don’t 
want them [cell sites] [laughing]… that’s all! We don’t want more 
[Example 63: Respondent 8002,2, Woman, 1962, Encinitas]!

Although Respondent 8002 does say that they ‘don’t want them’, her 
argument throughout the interviews is simply ‘no more’. She explains that 
she has not been in touch with her neighbors, apologetically saying she 
has been ‘busy, busy, busy’. In this position, respondents manage their 
emotions by pointing to more salient concerns that occupy respondents’ 
everyday lives. These can involve family, work, and home but can also 
be respondents’ own health situations, more pressing political activities 
than local cell site construction or a particular religious fatalism. Like in the 
previous examples, Respondent 8002 has few words for framing cell site 
deployment. A common feeling is that of being puzzled by what is going 
on, which can also shift to irritation that the procedure or the interviewer 
brings the problem to life. This position is, more than the previous one, 
consonant with national level policy discourse.

Optimistic
In this third and more engaged position, respondents embrace the 
technology and its benefits and are rather satisfied with a cell site being 
deployed in the neighborhood. In the resonance model’s terms, this is a 
consonant position because it is in line with policies that underscore the 
unavoidable need for the technology:

R: ...it makes good sense that a cell phone company who is in the 
business of providing a service, that we apparently want, you, 
know, it’s not a service that, you know, nobody wants, it’s not like; 
dental service [laughing] […] But, anyway, we want this. So… if we 
want it, and we want convenience, we want it to work, and we want 
it to work where we need it to work…  Example 64: Respondent 
8005b, 2, Man, 1949, Encinitas].

Respondent 8005B’s statement is an example of how emotions are 
managed by emphasizing the benefits of cell site deployment and the 
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common ‘good sense’ of this position. He has many words for framing cell 
site deployment. Thus, he appears more engaged than the respondents 
in the previous two positions. The self-evident need for cell sites that 
Respondent 8005B stresses, reminiscent of governance practices’ 
technological imperative, emotionally distances him from a concern of 
cell sites in his everyday life. In this position, the Happy Technology and 
Property Value framing are most clearly being used.

In Doubt  
The fourth position entails one in which respondents take a doubtful 
stance towards cell site deployment, thus being dissonant in their framings 
and feelings in relation to the policy discourse. They engage with cell 
site deployment but keep their distance by calibrating their positions 
while answering questions. Respondents weigh the issues and express 
uncertainty explicitly:

R: I mean, you know, I don’t think I have any ill effects of it, you 
know, these have been up there for a few years… but... you know… 
it’s not something that you wanna go… you know… I wouldn’t stick 
my head in the microwave everyday…  [Example 65: R8000, 1, Man, 
1956, Encinitas].

Whereas Respondent 8000 balances his personal experiences from 
already existing antennas with precaution, his repeated use of the phrase 
‘you know’ is a telling feature of his unease in searching for a stance 
towards, in this case, cell site deployment as a health issue. Such balancing 
therefore occurs through both speech and content, but negative emotions 
dominate. Respondents appear uneasy and insecure, even anxious, and 
seem to have difficulties managing the emotional tension between cell 
site deployment as a benefit or burden. This captures the emotional 
tension between trust and fear in the framing of cell site deployment as 
a health risk but also the specifics of an interview situation that puts the 
respondents on the spot. The most salient framing here is the Health 
Hazard framing with a negative emotional emphasis, although the Happy 
Technology framing, stressing the benefit of deployment, is important as 
well. 

Critical
Respondents who take in a critical position engage and subtly challenge 
the policy discourse in its own terms. This is, therefore, also a dissonant 
position, and this where the ‘sensing and seizing’ of the discursive 
opportunities of this discourse can be observed most explicitly (Bröer & 
Duyvendak, 2012):
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R: It eh… unfortunately… the eh... because it is so complex, because 
you can’t see it… What you can see is this thing. And so you argue 
about this thing. And you go: well, you know, if it looked more like 
this… then… And so we argue about the looks of things [Example 
66: Respondent 8006,1, Man, 1957, Encinitas].

Respondent 8006 subtly agrees, while he is reflexive about the decision-
making process, with regards to the ‘complex’ health issue and points out 
that his concern is not really with aesthetics at all. The Visual Pollutant 
framing is most salient here, being the only legitimate position towards 
cell site deployment, and disgust about the visual aspects of the proposed 
construction is openly shared. It is also in this position that the Democratic 
Control framing is prominently used, with respondents conveying anger 
about a perceived lack of due process and showing distrust in the political 
institutions and industry. In this position, the Property Value framing 
receives a negative connotation (devaluation). The Health Hazard framing 
prominently shapes respondents’ concerns but is generally avoided since it 
is not considered strategic to explicitly call attention to health. Meanwhile, 
the inevitability of technological development is questioned, as the 
functionality of cell site deployment, i.e. the Happy Technology framing, 
receives a negative connotation (dependency, social relations). In contrast to 
the Optimistic position, which stresses the benefits of cell site deployment, 
here, respondents convey the different burdens of cell site deployment. 

Alarmed
In this last and also dissonant position respondents appear most engaged 
with the problem, and the policy discourse is explicitly challenged. The 
Health Hazard and Democratic Control framings are most salient here, 
both involving rather negative emotions because the health risk posed 
by cell site deployment is experienced as real and existing. This can be 
connected to respondents’ own (potential) bodily suffering or concerns. In 
this connection, fear appears most clearly:

R: I can’t prove anything, but my foster son lives near cell sites, and 
he always suffers from eczema. And that makes me think: I would 
move! [laugh] I don’t know if it would come to that, but I really 
don’t like these things anywhere near me [Example 67: Respondent 
1003,1, Woman, 1937, Amersfoort].

By referring to her own family and vicinity, Respondent 1003 reflexively 
brings the issue close to home. In this case, this means that a physical 
distance needs to be maintained from ‘these things’. Such fears do 
not necessarily mean that respondents are aware of the institutional 
domain on cell site deployment. Not many respondents directly speak 
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of fear. Whereas this might point to a lack of significant concerns among 
respondents, these actions might also be limited by respondents’ explicit 
statements of disdain about people who worry about, and take action on, 
RF EMF emissions: 

I: Do you have any idea why you think differently than [her husband 
who worries about health] does?
R: Eh, yeah… I think that, how to say that, that I am a bit more clear-
headed [nuchter]
I: Hmm.
R: He’s also usually very clear, but these sorts of things, eh [Example 
68: Respondent 5105,1, Woman, 1965, Egmond Binnen].

Comparable to Example 62 where others are ‘stressed out’, Respondent 
5105 makes her husband’s concerns unreasonable because to worry means 
you are not ‘clear-headed’ enough. This remark points to a potential stigma 
linked to expressing health concerns and being alarmed. As Respondent 
2106 mentions, only a ‘freak’ will look into the health issue in depth:

R: Yeah, but, generally the citizen doesn’t know. All this research into 
electro-magnetic fields and stuff. Most people just take it for granted.
I: Yeah.
R: Except for when you’re a freak of course, then you study it. 
I: Yeah, a freak?
R: Yeah, because most people think it’s not a problem otherwise 
they would not do it [installing cell sites]  [Example 69: Respondent 
2106,2, Woman, 1959, Duiven].

To worry means one is not clear-headed and to study the issue in-depth 
and be distrustful to ‘them’ is to be a ‘freak’. These statements point to 
dominating feeling rules that build on institutional trust. To challenge such 
definitions demands arduous emotional labor. 

Emotional attachments
These positions are more insightful than the five framings for showing 
how cell site deployment intervenes in an existing situation and how it is 
understood by respondents in a broader context than an issue-specific 
policy discourse. Whether or not citizens engage or take a distance to 
the issue, their experiences of a specific decision-making process is not 
a blank slate. The positions that are most detached from the cell site 
deployment (Inattentive, Indifferent) show this most clearly, as other 
issues in respondents’ everyday lives take prominence over the decision-
making processes. When respondents become more engaged, I find they 
express their positions more readily in relation to the policy discourse, 
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often simply shown by their choice of words to describe the situation and 
the broad range of framings they have available to do so. Furthermore, in 
these positions, the confrontation with a specific cell site decision making-
process is registered within the context of existing experiences. These 
experiences are themselves mobilized by respondents during interviews 
and can be understood as emotional attachments in which the lived 
experience of time is important. These involve, for example, emotional 
ties to family, neighbors or career. These ties have been built over a 
period of time and can involve considerations of one’s personal history or 
future. I identify three such attachments in the more direct relation to cell 
site deployment. These are place and community, local politics and the 
technology itself. 

Respondents call on their (lack of) emotional attachment to a place 
and the local community to explain their positions to the decision-making 
process. Respondents who voice this attachment as transient show a 
broader disinterest in local affairs:

R: […] And… so we’re here, for so long as we’re here. Well, so for 
me, if I don’t like something that’s going on in the neighborhood. 
If somebody brakes into my car or, people are loud, or whatever it 
is, I, I… this is renting… I would just go somewhere else, literally 
go somewhere else… [Example 70, Respondent 9002,2, Man, 1956, 
Glendale].

Respondent 9002 defines his attachment to this particular neighborhood 
as fleeting, as not being very invested, to argue for his lack of engagement 
with the cell site that is being deployed. Conversely, respondents who argue 
they are more emotionally attached to the neighborhood and community 
appear more open to engage. To my surprise, in these attachments 
to place and local community, the local histories of protest against cell 
site deployment, such as we have seen in Amersfoort, Egmond Binnen, 
Encinitas and Glendale, rarely seem part of respondents’ experiences of a 
new decision-making process. Such histories were generally not referred 
to by respondents and are sometimes even forgotten by participants in 
these protests themselves (Respondent 8000 in Encinitas). The relevance 
of histories of protest appears to be confined to much smaller ‘places’ than 
a neighborhood, city or municipality, for example among particular groups 
of neighbors. These histories have to be explicitly connected to the cell site 
deployment in question to play a part in respondents’ experiences. The 
difference between Amersfoort and Egmond Binnen is telling in that in 
both cases, I encounter local histories of protest that stretch a decade and 
were heavily reported on by different media. This is hardly made relevant 
in Amersfoort, while all respondents in Egmond Binnen speak of it. 



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

220

Chapter 9

Respondents also refer to existing emotional attachments to local 
politics. In Amstelveen, the expectation to be actively notified was not 
fulfilled, resulting in citizens losing trust in the local authorities. In Duiven, a 
long-standing conflict on local nuisances made existing ties between some 
residents and local politics fragile. Respondents who have direct (local) 
political experience, either through their own activities as active citizens or 
through previous engagements with the municipality or city, show a high 
level of efficacy in their own dealings with local government officials. For 
example, Respondent 2020, a woman in Duiven, has a history with cell site 
decision-making processes because of the construction of antennas at her 
father’s home. Her father had opposed that construction unsuccessfully, 
and she subsequently acquired knowledge on the process and debates. At 
the same time, she works for a neighboring municipality and has been very 
active in the neighborhood in the recent past, successfully challenging plans 
for the construction of a gym hall and playground for local youth. When 
asked about her thoughts on cell site deployment, she answers:

R: Well, yes. I eh, look. At the moment that they put such a tower 
at sufficient distance to homes, and I know that we cannot prevent 
them from coming, there is one coming probably here. So, I do 
feel like, first show us what that means for us exactly. This one will 
probably not affect us directly […], but I do take into account that 
fact that sooner or later, perhaps, it is discovered that it is harmful, 
and that when that time comes you’re not very pleased to have just 
bought a home near one. Well, than they say to compensate for 
losses in property value (‘planschade’), but when you’re health is 
affected that won’t do you much good… 
I: So, it’s also a financial issue to you?
R: I, if it would be built in front of my door, I would fight it [Example 
71, Respondent 2020,1, Woman, 1967, Duiven].

In this quotation, a lot is going on. She appears rather knowledgeable, has 
many words for cell site deployment and takes a critical position towards 
it. She shows awareness of the planned cell site and its possible effects, 
beyond those relating to health. She is the only respondent in Duiven to 
refer to the compensation for property value loss, which was announced 
by the municipality. Her last sentence here is a strong statement that 
demonstrates her feelings of efficacy in dealing with cell site deployment, 
following up on her challenging remark in lines two and three, ‘first show 
us what that means for us exactly’. I found no other respondents who 
combined her existing experience with both cell site deployment and local 
politics. It is more common for respondents to be active in the neighborhood 
and local politics, and in these cases, a cell site is generally less relevant 
to respondents than other local issues. For example, an active resident in 
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Amersfoort (Respondent 1004) briefly spoke with her neighbors about the 
possible cell site deployment, but is rather: 

…unconvinced that it is so terribly dangerous, all that radiation 
[Example 72: Respondent 1004,1, Woman, 1953, Amersfoort]. 

Much more important to her are the policy changes the municipality is 
making through cutting funds for community centers, the ongoing rate of 
crime and the youth that continues to set fire to playgrounds. 

The third emotional attachment that I want to explicate is one to the 
technology itself. Whereas most respondents have a hard time imagining 
a life without wireless connectivity, this attachment goes further for some 
respondents. In the course of this research, I encountered respondents 
whose attachment to the technology, and knowledge about antennas, 
electromagnetic fields and the health issue is extensive. Respondent 2020, 
mentioned above, has personal experience with the technology because 
of her father’s situation, but Respondent 8001, a man in Encinitas, was 
responsible for running tests on the very first digital cell phone back in the 
1980s. He elaborates on this personal history during both interviews. He 
moderately involved himself in the ongoing decision-making process: 

I: And do you, and what was that a concern you raised also, on that 
first meeting a few years ago?
R: Ehm… I did ask them about the power output of their, their cell 
sites and the frequencies, I asked them some technical questions. 
Frankly, didn’t get a lot of answers, but I did get some, and eh… 
eh… […] I don’t think its gonna be a significant issue for me.  Eh, 
other than the fact that I’ve got eh, I’ve got eh eh some electronics 
in the house, I have a, have a, several computers and a network 
uses wifi and all that kinda stuff… [Example 73: Respondent 8001,1, 
Man, 1943, Glendale].

His attachment, and subsequent knowledge about, the technology enables 
him to ask questions about ‘power output’ and ‘frequencies’ and to worry 
about the possible interference with his existing devices. Such technicalities, 
and the concern about interferences, do not derive from the specific decision-
making process but instead result from his existing experiences. Other 
respondents with such attachments are, for example, an amateur radio 
broadcaster (Respondent 2101) and someone whose brother builds cell sites 
for a living (Respondent 2017). Generally, respondents with a high level of 
experience with the broader issue of electromagnetic fields and health are 
critical about how the national government deals with it. However, they define 
an additional cell site as a marginal concern in comparison to other devices 
that emit EMF such as WiFi routers, which can be used without permit. These 
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respondents generally do not engage much in the local decision-making 
process, mentioning a lack of efficacy of their actions. 

These emotional attachments speak most directly to cell site 
deployment itself, and there are more to be found in respondents’ everyday 
lives than those sketched here. The point, however, is that a specific cell 
site deployment always intervenes in an already existing situation where 
citizens have built specific emotional attachments. To make sense of such an 
intervention, citizens relate to the policy discourse, but they create a position 
towards cell site deployment that is also based on their past experiences 
and expectations about the future. This is especially the case when they are 
not very engaged with the process. 

Citizens’ experiences over time

The previous paragraph shows the diversity in how citizens experience cell 
site deployment across the eight moments of decision making that were 
the focus of Chapter 8. In this paragraph, I examine the effects of these 
different processes of decision making on citizens’ experiences over time. In 
general, these processes take place backstage and repeat the national policy 
discourse, opening up citizen engagement only to the question of where to 
build a cell site. Nevertheless, I observe differences in the position of local 
authorities, citizen protest and ‘seeds of mobilization’ across the eight cases. 
See Table 34 for a brief summary. These different interactions are important 
for understanding the intensity with and direction in which citizens’ 
experiences of cell site deployment develops when they are confronted with 
a decision-making process, but this effect is subtle. I summarize the results 
of the survey from the different panels here, in Graph 2, which compares the 
development of mean risk perception scores of each local situation to the 
Dutch national level panel, and Table 35, which summarizes the qualitative 
analysis of the dynamics of individual respondents’ experiences over time15. 

15 Both these summaries are limited in scope and show somewhat different results per case. For example: 
Three cases show a similar direction in the development of feelings (Eindhoven, Encinitas, Egmond 
Binnen), but five cases show a somewhat different direction in concern between Graph 2 and Table 
35 (Amersfoort, Duiven, Utrecht, Glendale, Amstelveen), two of which can be explained by missing 
survey data (Glendale, Amstelveen). How can we interpret these other differences? Most importantly, 
Table 35 is a descriptive and inductive summary of each process, in contrast to Graph 2, which shows 
the development of one statistic over time but includes all panel respondents and not only those who 
participated throughout the process. It lacks historicity, which is important because only in four cases 
(Amersfoort, Duiven, Utrecht and Eindhoven) was I able to observe the entire cell site deployment 
process prospectively. In this way, the graph works best to compare cases in light of the Dutch national 
level panel. The table shows percentages of respondents who show significant changes in framings 
and feelings and is based on a combination of all interviews, ethnographic data and individual survey 
data. These results are inductive (inter-coder reliability: 0.77), and in this way, the table is a tool to make 
differences in intra-case dynamics between cases more easily observable; however, it ignores, for 
example, respondents who showed stability. 
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Table 34. Cases summary

Position Local 
Authority* Mobilizing** Searching for 

Information** Total N

Amersfoort Rejecting 0 (0.00) 5 (0.15) 33

Duiven Rejecting 0 (0.00) 12 (0.43) 28

Utrecht Co-operating 
[Tenant voting] 0 (0.00) 3 (0.21) 14

Eindhoven Mediating 
[Tenant voting] 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00) 5

Glendale Co-operating 1 (0.17) 3 (0.50) 6

Encinitas Mediating 1 (0.08) 5 (0.38) 13

Amstelveen Rejecting 1 (0.14) 2 (0.29) 7

Egmond Binnen Mediating 1 (0.07) 1 (0.07) 15

Total  4 (0.03) 31 (0.26) 121

*Position of local authority to citizens’ concerns during case study (See Chapter 8)
** N (Percentages of number of respondents observed at least twice)

Table 35. Framing and feeling changes*

Af.
N=33

D.
N=28

Utr. 
N=14

Eh.
 N=5

Gl. 
N=6

Enc.
N=13

Amstv. 
N=7

Eg.B.
N=15

Mean 
(N=121)

Feeling change 0.12 0.21 0.43 0.40 0.33 0.38 0.43 0.20 0.31

More concern 0.09 0.14 0.07 0.00 0.33 0.31 0.00 0.00 0.12

Appeased 0.03 0.04 0.36 0.40 0.00 0.08 0.29 0.07 0.16

More trust 0.00 0.04 0.21 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.03

Less trust 0.03 0.07 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.31 0.29 0.07 0.10

Framing change 
– categorical

0.09 0.14 0.36 0.00 0.17 0.31 0.00 0.00 0.13

Framing change 
- focus

0.06 0.11 0.50 0.00 0.00 0.31 0.29 0.07 0.17

Framing change 
- multifacet

0.18 0.14 0.14 0.40 0.00 0.15 0.14 0.00 0.14

*Percentages of number of respondents observed at least twice with significant changes, inter-
coder reliability: 0.77
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Graph 2 shows that at the start of my observations, the different panels 
have different mean risk perceptions in comparison to the Dutch national 
level panel. The lowest are found in Utrecht and Eindhoven, both of which 
are cases where a tenant voting procedure took place. Mean scores that are 
closer to the Dutch national level panel are found in Amersfoort and Duiven, 
whereas the highest risk perception scores are in the other four cases, in 
the following order: Amstelveen, Glendale, Encinitas and Egmond Binnen. 
While the scores depend on the number of respondents, they underscore 
how these decision-making processes and my observations intervene in an 
already existing social and material environment, an environment that is 
detailed in the case descriptions. Graph 2 also shows the dynamics in the 
respondents’ mean risk perception scores over time. All cases show rather 
large movement in this aggregate score, except for the case in Utrecht, 
which points to a shift in citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment, in 
contrast to the stability at the population level. 

A more in-depth look is offered through Table 35, which denotes 
different processes over time. These changes are subdivided into changes 
in feelings expressed by respondents, mainly focusing on health concerns 
and trust and the use of the different framings. The latter shows categorical 
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changes (new framings are used), focused changes (respondents’ use of 
framings converge on one or more particular framings) and multifaceted 
changes (respondents’ use of framings scatters over multiple framings). 
This qualitative analysis finds no large changes in the feelings of 69% of the 
respondents in all panels, and 87% of respondents do not start to use any 
new framings during my observations. This means, similar to the population 
level analysis, that the overall majority of respondents appear unmoved by 
the cell site deployment processes, political interactions of different levels of 
intensity and my research. I have found, for example, 45 respondents (37% 
of the total 121) who mention health concerns throughout the interviews but 
who do not appear to change in their positions towards cell site deployment. 
This stability might be explained by the fact that in most cases, even the ones 
where cell site deployment was most politicized and citizens became most 
engaged (e.g. Egmond Binnen), the most consonant everyday position for a 
resident to take towards cell site deployment was an optimistic, inattentive or 
indifferent position. Opportunities to shift in these positions are not readily 
available, as in all cases the interactions that I observed do not fundamentally 
shift the national policy’s framing and feeling rules. This leaves, in the context 
of the timespans of specific and not necessarily contested cell site deploy-
ment processes, the experiences of citizens rather stable. 

Intensity of dynamics
Whereas a cell site deployment in the neighborhood, then, does not 
necessarily involve changes in citizens’ experiences, I find that 31% of all 
respondents shift in their feelings, and 17% (focus) in their framings of cell 
site deployment (See Table 35). How can these shifts be understood? In short, 
in the situations without many interactions that citizens could have known 
about, such as Amersfoort, Duiven and also Egmond Binnen, where during 
our observations the situation itself did not change, and many respondents 
felt the long ‘commotion’ to finally be over, relatively few respondents shift 
in their framings and feelings. In other words, the intensity of the dynamics 
in citizens’ experiences relates to the intensity of the political interactions 
that occur and specifically to the level of formal citizen engagement. 

In Amersfoort, where citizens were not formally involved at any 
stage despite an explicit local history of protest, and in Duiven, where 
citizens were only engaged with after a formal decision was made and no 
respondent engaged in political action, I find that 12% and, respectively, 21% 
of respondents shift in feelings, and 9% and 14% make use of a new framing, 
indicating a more effective learning process in Duiven. This learning process 
appears relatively independent from the information provided through 
official channels because here, where citizens’ concerns are generally 
rejected and no one mobilizes on the issue, I observe the most individual 
searches for information. Conversely, in the two tenant voting procedures 
in Utrecht and Eindhoven, citizens are actively notified and informed by the 
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homeowners association and industry professionals and invited to vote on 
the issue. In these cases, I note that 43% (Utrecht) and 40% (Eindhoven) 
of respondents show changes in feeling, and 50% focus their framings in 
Utrecht, and 40% of respondents’ framings in Eindhoven show a dispersal in 
framing (using more different framings). The pattern is repeated in the other 
four cases, where the cases with limited interactions during our window 
of observation (Glendale and Egmond Binnen) show lower percentages of 
shifts in framings and feelings than the cases of Amstelveen and Encinitas. 
For example, in Amstelveen, where citizens’ concerns were consistently 
rejected and residents mobilized after the construction of a cell tower, I note 
43% of respondents who shift in their feelings, whereas our observations of 
the tail end of an even longer process of protest and a mediating municipality 
in Egmond Binnen show that 20% of respondents change in feelings. 

Direction of dynamics
Next to the intensity of changes in citizens’ experiences, the direction of 
the way in which citizens’ experiences move is also influenced by the local 
situation. If respondents’ feelings or framings move, the political interactions 
appear to influence the direction. To generalize across the eight cases: 
When citizens are left out of the decision-making process and experience 
little control over what matters to them, their experiences more readily turn 
towards feelings of concern. These changes in the experiences of citizens are 
gradual and nuanced, i.e. respondents’ shifts in position are not revolutionary 
or erratic movements. No respondent, for example, was observed moving 
across the scale from an indifferent to an alarmed position. 

Arguably, Amersfoort illustrates the best example of the most common 
situation in the Netherlands, at the moment, through which cell site 
deployment happens in the Netherlands. Here, the municipality repeats 
the policy discourse, and a public is altogether avoided by the industry 
in backstage practices. No citizen protest emerges, and few respondents 
initiate individual searches for information. In this situation, if respondents’ 
shift in their experiences, which occurs for a minority of respondents, as 
mentioned above, this is towards being more concerned (9%) over time. See 
Graph 2, which shows that the mean risk perception briefly rises in Wave 2 
to 2.97, after which it drops to 2.50 in Wave 3. This situation is rather similar 
in Duiven, where the municipality a priori rejects citizens’ concerns through 
pre-empting them in publications in the local paper. Although citizens in 
Duiven, in contrast to Amersfoort, can be aware of the cell site through these 
channels, no one mobilizes against it. Like in Amersfoort, if something does 
change, respondents show more concern (14%) and less trust over time. 
Only one respondent refers to the property value concerns the municipality 
raises itself. The curve of the risk perception mean score, although remaining 
lower than that of Amersfoort, is also very similar (Graph 2). 
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In Amstelveen, I also find a municipality that rejects citizens’ concerns, 
while the industry appears more co-operative than the municipality. 
However, citizens mobilize against the already constructed cell tower. 
Because of the long duration and legal turn this process takes, most 
respondents find the situation hard to follow over time. This did not trigger 
concern over time. Instead, 29% of respondents appear appeased. Because 
of missing data in Wave 1, the development of the mean risk perception 
shows a contrary movement (Graph 2). Thus, this particular ‘appeasement’ 
might be understood as a movement over time in which citizens lose a sense 
of efficacy. They learn over time, through the updates of the process shared 
by the active citizen, that the cell site they were surprised about will not be 
removed, despite their repeated claim to not have been informed about it, 
or properly involved in the decision-making process. 

In two cases I observe a local authority that takes up a mediating positon 
between citizens’ concerns and industry ambitions. These are Encinitas 
and Egmond Binnen. In both cases, these situations also involve a citizen 
protest against the cell site, but only in Egmond Binnen was this a reaction 
to citizen unrest, which resulted in a challenge to the policy discourse. In 
Egmond Binnen, I find that 7% of respondents are more appeased, and none 
are more concerned over time, a direction that is also depicted in Graph 2. 
Respondents do actively search for information and appear content with the 
backstage interactions that happen in the aftermath of an effective protest. 
Still, respondents note a high mean risk perception score.  This indicates that 
the overall process lingers in citizens’ experiences. Conversely, in Encinitas 
a mediating position is part of local policy, and about half of the respondents 
search for more information. Respondents (31%) show more concern over 
time, which is confirmed in the risk perception mean scores that are higher 
in the Wave 2. In this situation, despite the fact that citizens are being invited 
to the decision-making process at an early stage, concerns emerge. This 
can be interpreted as a result of a local policy that institutionalizes active 
citizenship centrally on aesthetic concerns even though health concerns 
amongst citizens are rather high (Graph 2).  

In two other cases, households were explicitly asked to vote on the issue 
and were intensively brought in touch with the dominating discourse by 
industry and national government representatives (Utrecht, Eindhoven). 
Local authorities are less relevant to the decision-making processes here. 
In Utrecht, 34% of the households react to the voting procedure, and 3 
respondents (21%) mention searching for information, while in Eindhoven 
1 of the 15 households (0.07%) react to the voting procedure, and no 
respondent mention searching for other information nor does anyone start a 
protest. These cases show how 36% of respondents in Utrecht are appeased 
over time, and in Eindhoven this rises to 40%. In both cases, respondents 
have the lowest mean risk perception scores of all cases considered. In 
Eindhoven, this decreases even more after the second wave, while in 
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Utrecht it is stable over time. In Utrecht, only 1 respondent (7%) shows more 
concern, despite others mentioning feeling forced to conform to the HOA’s 
decision. In Eindhoven, even though protest persists on another cell tower 
in the municipality, none of the respondents continue to express concern. 

In one case, Glendale, the local authority takes a cooperative position 
towards citizens’ concerns. However, residents in the south of Glendale, 
where I focus my case, do not experience the city’s position. Here, in practice, 
the cooperative policy practice results in a ‘rejecting’ position. Residents in 
South Glendale were actively notified about the decision-making process, 
although only in English and not about the health issue. A third of the 
respondents (N=6) mention becoming more concerned over time, which 
is not repeated in Graph 2 because of missing data. The contrast with the 
north of Glendale, where residents are again professionally protesting plans 
to construct a cell site, is large, but that history of protest, despite being 
institutionalized in local policy, does not resonate in this case. 

To summarize the general trends in these eight cases: If political 
interactions occur and citizens participate in cell site deployment, their 
experiences more readily change. Across the cases, this only happens 
with a minority of respondents. When, in these cases, the national level 
policy discourse is repeated and political interactions develop accordingly, 
allowing for little meaningful citizen engagement, I find that respondents’ 
experiences shift so they feel more concern (Amersfoort, Duiven). This is 
different when respondents are actively involved with, learn the discourse 
and have some control over the process (Utrecht, Eindhoven). Here, 
respondents seem less concerned over time. This relation becomes more 
diffuse when both citizens and local authorities become active on the issue, 
and framing and feeling rules become contested. I find a mixed effect of 
the combination of a mediating local authority and local protest (Egmond 
Binnen, Encinitas). The challenge to the policy discourse in Egmond Binnen, 
legitimating health concerns and the efficacy of the protest might explain 
this difference in experience over time. In Encinitas, the policy discourse is 
not fundamentally challenged, and health concerns are not made legitimate. 
Rather, respondents remain concerned and are again confronted with the 
same procedure. Such a lack of control was very important in Amstelveen 
because this sparked the protest in the first place. Here, the combination 
of a rejecting municipality and dissipating citizen protest lead, in the end, 
to respondents being mostly appeased. I have not observed the effect of a 
cooperative municipality over time, as this inclusive local policy in practice 
appeared exclusionary to particular residents (Glendale), which sparks 
concern amongst respondents. 

Citizens’ engagement
Even though few citizens appear to undergo a cell site being deployed 
in their neighborhood, citizens are not necessarily passive in the eight 
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situations, as exemplified by the protest activities and searches for 
information. Even when such protest activities do not emerge, I identify 
how respondents actively avoid or engage with cell site deployment over 
time in the, not necessarily very political, interview settings. Citizens’ 
positioning towards cell site deployment, whether they take a distance or 
not, carries political weight that can legitimate particular political actions. 
I find three main ways that citizens engage with a cell site being deployed 
in their neighborhood: they stabilize their experiences or implicitly and 
explicitly learn about cell site deployment. This explicit learning can be short 
lived or strategic. 

Stabilizing of experience
Over time, I find that respondents’ experiences of cell site deployment remain 
constant. Framings are held constant, for example, through the repetition of 
the exact same phrases:

I:  [the research] is independent, nobody here gave us a direct 
assignment… 
R: Yeah, my father always used this very nice saying, eh, he says: 
People disagree with everything, but agree with nothing [Example 74: 
Respondent 5007, 1, Man, 1952, Egmond Binnen].

I: And, eh, that situation with the cell tower, what do you know about 
it?
R: Nothing.
I: Nothing at all? But you knew about the plans, right?
R: Yeah, eh, look: that man came and asked: Are you opposed to a 
cell tower? Well, I say, eh well if it causes no problems, everybody 
uses a phone and wants to be reachable, but, if you he… So, I said to 
the man, people agree with nothing, but oppose everything. He says: 
What do you mean by that? I say: everyone wants the good, but also 
to ignore the bad.
I: Yeah, exactly…
R:  Yeah, and so you hear sometimes about radiation and things, well, 
I say, if you say it is not the case, who am I to say it is! So… that 
is to agree with nothing, but being against everything [Example 75: 
Respondent 5007, 2, Man, 1952, Egmond Binnen].

In this rather explicit example, Respondent 5007 immediately frames the 
situation in terms of his father’s saying (underlined). Very literally, this 
saying returns in his second interview in which he reflects on the origins of 
the protest where he also made use of the saying. His framing of the issue, 
although he also uses a Health Hazard framing, clearly lies in a Democratic 
Control framing. Feelings are also actively kept stable by respondents:
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I: Perhaps to begin with, if I start about cell sites and those antennas, 
what do you think about?
R: I don’t get stressed out right away, so eh [laugh]
I: That’s good.
R: I do know that there are people who are immediately stressed 
out when a cell site is built nearby, but it does not bother me at all 
[…] I’ve never had a headache or something, so eh [Example 76: 
Respondent 2007,1, Man, 1955, Duiven].

I: Yeah, would you’ve liked to learn more about [the planned cell 
tower]?
R: No, no. I could’ve actively pursued it, but I didn’t.
I: Right, but, so, you didn’t look into it or something, after we had 
come by?
R: No, no, I am not really interested in it actually.
I: So, it wasn’t a conscious decision or something?
R: No, it just worked out that way, but I am just not very worried 
about it [Example 77: Respondent 2007, 2, Man, 1955, Duiven].

The first example shows Respondent 2007 saying he is not ‘stressed out’ 
or ‘bothered’, in Example 76, and ‘not really interested’ and ‘just not very 
worried’ in Example 77, his second interview (underlined). Despite our 
second intervention, the probing of the interviewer and the ongoing cell 
site deployment of which he is aware, he repeatedly and over time defines 
his indifferent position. Respondent 8010 also appears to legitimate her 
inattentive position in her first interview:

I: …did you do some research into it, after you’ve received the 
notice? Did you talk to anybody else? 
R: I didn’t… we don’t… ehm… we rent here, we don’t own. So, that 
made… I mean, I love the neighborhood and I’d love to stay here, 
but it gives you a little less ownership of what the changes are in 
the community…
I: Oh, sure…
R: Ehm, and, that, and being… just about ready to go out of work, 
cause I was about to have the baby then the notice came, my brain 
was just not into anything else [laugh] 
I: [laughing] I can imagine…
R: Trying to tie everything up at work, and… [Example 78: 
Respondent 8010, 1, Woman, 1977, Encinitas].

In this example, she first draws on her emotional attachment to place 
(‘love’) while arguing for a lack of ‘ownership’ of the neighborhood and 
community. She also introduces her newborn baby and work to legitimate 
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her lack of engagement with the issue. Respondent 2011 also argues why 
she did not invest herself in the issue: 

I: And, you mention headaches, sleep issues. Did you look into that?
R: Hmm, No, I actually did not, eh. Why I do not do that, yeah, to a 
certain extent it’s a little bit a far from my bed show, the moment I 
learn [a cell tower] is built in the street or very close by…
I: Hmm…
R: …then I would start to want to learn more, like, is it really 
necessary to put it so close to residential areas? What are the 
consequences? […] But as far I’m aware nothing is going on right 
now, I read nothing about it in local media or… So, it’s still a 
reasonably far from my bed show, to put it in that way [Example 
79: Respondent 2011, 3, Woman, 1978, Duiven].

In this example, she repeats a common Dutch euphemism, the ‘far from 
my bed show’, which originates from the title of a television program that 
ran through the 1980s. It denotes a lack of salience of a particular, usually 
political, issue for one’s personal circumstances. In using this euphemism 
in this third interview, while also framing cell site deployment as a health 
issue, she appears to legitimate her lack of emotional engagement with cell 
site deployment, even though the cell site is still planned to be constructed 
rather close to her home. This is how she manages her inattentive position 
over time. 

In this way, respondents can prevent the cell site deployment from 
impacting their everyday lives and actively maintain their positions towards 
it. This creation of stability can be an explicit form of what Eliasoph calls 
‘avoiding politics’ (Eliasoph, 1996). To define a nearby cell site deployment 
as ‘far from my bed show’ in a situation that is not necessarily political, such 
as an interview, is still political talk, a civic practice. Such disengagement 
happens in a number of different ways, for example through defining the 
deployment as inevitable and out of the respondent’s hands, through 
defining oneself as out of touch with modern times, making the technology 
less relevant, or simply not having enough time left:

I: Yeah, yeah, so, you wouldn’t object to a cell tower, eh? 
R: No, just do it, I haven’t got so many days left…
I: Well, I don’t know…
R: Well [laugh], I’m 86!
I: That’s a respectable age…
R: Yes… [Example 80: Respondent 3001,1, Woman, 1927, Utrecht].

Respondent 3001 here explicitly takes a distance from any health concern 
by defining it as a risk that will manifest itself after she has passed on, 
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making it less relevant to her. Another example is provided in Example 78 
above, where, by reference to a lack of place attachment, but also through 
referring to other issues that are deemed more important (a newborn 
baby), she creates a distance to cell site deployment as problem in her 
everyday life. 

Learning
I observe changes in feeling (31%) and framing (17% focus) over time in a 
minority of respondents. I call these changes, generally, learning. Learning 
can be rather implicit. To provide an example, I again use the associative 
question we asked in each interview: 

I: Perhaps it is good to start with: If I talk about these cell towers for 
mobile phones, eh, what do you think about?
R: I have not the faintest idea, I have never, eh, never thought about 
it, eh, where such a thing is, what it does…
I: And are you…
R: I do hear from a lot of people that they are against it, that they 
are bothered by it. There’s not such a thing close by though, I think.
I: No, that’s right, but what kind of bother do you hear about, for 
example?
R: Well, that they have a difficult time sleeping, that sort of things, 
eh… [Example 81: Respondent 2013,1, Man, 1962, Duiven].

I: If I start about these cell towers, what kind of associations do you 
have with them? 
R: Yeah, especially radiation.
I: And also other things?
R: No.
I: Ok, so could you perhaps say something about possible 
advantages and disadvantages of a cell tower?
R: Well, look, if there would be no radiation, they could easily put 
it here, on that school. I wouldn’t notice that and wouldn’t think it’s 
a problem.
I: Ok, so it’s also a bit about your view?
R: Yeah, eh, well, if it was just directly in front, it would be an issue 
for me. Add to that the radiation, these disadvantages… [Example 
82: Respondent 2013,2, Man, 1962, Duiven].

Together, these two excerpts illustrate a respondent focusing his framing 
on the Health Hazard framing. In Example 81, he initially seems at a loss 
for concrete words to provide an answer and in an inattentive position; 
yet, he quickly shows he is aware of the Health Hazard framing that others 
use, which he even makes more concrete later on (‘difficult time sleeping’). 
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In Example 82, a quote from his second interview, his use of the Health 
Hazard framing is much more pronounced, for example in his repetition 
of the word ‘radiation’ three times, but also in the way he now appears 
to apply the Health Hazard framing to his own situation (‘here, on that 
school’). With the rather implicit addition of Visual Pollutant (‘notice’), 
which is not apparent in the first excerpt, I interpret this as a shift to a more 
critical position towards cell site deployment. Such shifts can directly be 
observed if respondents explicitly point to them:

I: Eh, how did that [seeking information] work out for you?
R: Oh, I did become somewhat more alert!
I: Yeah?
R: It’s, eh, that you’re paying attention to it. I could be more angry 
about that article in the [local] paper. It draws you in more, whereas 
before [the deployment] you might have just went and have a look 
and passed on. Now, you put some effort in it, try to engage some 
people when you meet them on the streets, while walking the talk 
or anything… [Example 83: Respondent 2101,2, Man, 1952, Duiven].

Respondent 2101 mentions in her second interview becoming more alert. 
She was ‘drawn in’ and now could feel ‘anger’ about the information 
she was given, expressing an emerging emotional involvement that she 
contrasts with a situation prior to the cell site deployment process and our 
first interview. Such explicit mention of engagement is very rare. It was 
more common that I found respondents explicitly shifting in their feelings, 
for example becoming more concerned (N=14) or more appeased (N=13):

I: Ok, so, it isn’t very beautiful, if I may summarize, but... do you 
have any other associations with it now?
R: Well, last time it was about that the radiation is not really 
hazardous or anything, which I thought at first, but apparently it is 
not very bad to live in the vicinity of it… [Example 84, Respondent 
2006,3, Woman, 1991, Duiven].

Although Visual Pollutant is Respondent 2006’s most frequent framing of 
cell site deployment, she mentions here that the previous interviewer (‘last 
time’) had appeased the health concerns that she had ‘at first’. However, 
her transcript and observation logs do not show that any such information 
was given to her. It is more likely that she was appeased because she 
had discussed the issue briefly with friends. Similarly, I find that a rise in 
concern can be explicated when it is probed:
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I: And, and, eh… how did that make you feel when she [a friend who 
is a nurse] said that?
R: Well, I just said, you know, I wondered about them, and she said, 
I would be a little concerned if they were coming into the area…
I: Yeah, I can imagine, yeah, and did that… I mean, are you now 
more concerned, I mean?
R: A little more, yes… [Example 85, Respondent 8004,2, Woman, 
1930].

Her friend, the nurse, made Respondent 8004 reconsider her previous 
position, which was more focused on the aesthetic value of the 
neighborhood. Although she appears hesitant to express her concern, it 
is apparent in this excerpt and throughout her second interview. These 
processes of learning show a certain level of engagement with cell site 
deployment, but the length of this engagement is generally brief. If and 
when respondents define the cell site being deployed as a problem that 
affects them, i.e. they find themselves to be a legitimate public to the issue, 
this occurs in a fleeting moment in their everyday lives. When respondents 
become engaged, this appears as a short lived, perhaps even shallow, 
experience, as most respondents’ engagement with the issue does not 
last. As an explicit example: 

R:…my interest is, all of a sudden, very much… stirred because this 
cell site is coming here… I think… ah. You see, I am missing things, 
so I will look into it, ask around in the neighborhood, like: did you 
hear anything? I am more curious now… [Example 86: Respondent 
2107,2, Woman, 1953, Duiven].

I: I am curious if something has been going on in Duiven since [last 
visit]?
R: Well, I will answer that very honestly: I wouldn’t know… And 
why not? Because I simply did not keep track of it [cell site], I did 
not look into it anymore [laugh] [Example 87, Respondent 2107,3, 
Woman, 1953, Duiven].

Respondent 2107 provides an example of a short-lived engagement when, 
at the end of her second interview, she mentions becoming ‘stirred’ by 
our intervention and the arrival of the cell site. She explains she is more 
curious and describes intentions to gather more information. At the start 
of her third and last interview, she immediately states she has not lived up 
to her previous intentions. With her brief laugh at the end of the excerpt 
and by referring to honesty, she appears to feel that she should have 
done so nonetheless. This brief stir shows a short shift in her everyday 
position, being more engaged and experiencing cell site deployment as a 
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relevant concern. Such shifts involve gradual steps. A respondent might 
move from being inattentive to in doubt, for example making more use of 
the Health Hazard framing, or from being in doubt to optimistic, making 
more use of the Happy Technology framing. I have not prospectively 
observed any respondent moving to a position of alarm, in line with my 
early observation of a general stability in citizens’ experiences of cell site 
deployment. Perhaps this is hard to observe because such an alarmed 
position is more difficult to maintain than an inattentive one. It would ask 
a lot of emotion work (i.e. maintaining illegitimate concerns, overcoming 
shame) and a lasting engagement with a fleeting issue. 

A few respondents, mostly before my fieldwork, have learned to be 
active participants in the decision-making processes I have observed. This 
requires citizens to strategically row upstream and consciously exploit the 
few political opportunities open to them:

R2: I think what residents learned, they learned what arguments 
they can use to fight a cell tower and it is very obviously that’s 
[aesthetics] a very good and a very valid argument in that case. It 
can be the reason why a specific application can be denied. 
[…]
I: But I was wondering what was the biggest concern. […] The 
concerns which citizens... 

R2: I think one of the concerns that emerged very quickly in Glendale 
is […] we were looking ahead and thinking you know there is gonna 
be these towers on every corner and every other house. When you 
start to think about how much, what the law would allow, the idea 
these things mushrooming up all over the place and littering the 
landscape was also quite a concern [Example 88, Interview active 
citizens Glendale, November 12th 2013].  

This active citizen in Glendale makes a strategic learning process explicit, 
arguing for the strategic value of the Visual Pollutant framing in local 
protest. Not much later, she also argues for the validity of aesthetic 
concerns in their own right in the context of ‘what the law would allow’. 
Here it is explicit how governance practice structure the discursive 
opportunities that active citizens can take in their search for valid (legal) 
arguments to combat specific cell site permit applications. In the cell site 
deployment case, these lie, locally, in aesthetics and, supra-locally, in 
stressing scientific uncertainties. Such lasting engagements, as this active 
citizen shows, I have observed four times in the eight cases: the three 
active citizens in Encinitas, Amstelveen and Egmond Binnen and the one 
woman who engaged in risk avoiding behavior in Utrecht. 
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Conclusion: A far from my bed show

This chapter set out to answer how citizens experience cell site deployment 
in relation to local political interactions. Where do citizens’ experiences 
emerge from, and when and how do they change? In this chapter, I build 
on the in-depth analysis of our eight panel studies and the comparison 
between the eight cases described in Chapter 8. The most important 
dynamics in the localized decision-making processes are the repetition 
of permit applications and the desynchronization of the decision-making 
processes with the actual construction of the cell site. These dynamics 
tend to obscure the decision making for citizens and local authorities alike. 
The local interactions take place in the context of the general stability of 
Dutch citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment, as described in Chapter 
5, and the depoliticizing policy discourse that I discussed in Chapter 4. I 
focus here on all citizens potentially involved in the decision making, not 
only on those who are engaged in protest activities. I use a contextualized 
perspective in which I combine both framing and emotional management 
to describe citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment in the context of 
everyday life.

Framing, feeling and a depoliticizing policy discourse
On this level of analysis, I distinguish not three but five different framings 
of cell site deployment by the respondents who participated in the eight 
panel studies to more clearly distinguish their definitions of this networked 
technology. In the repeated interviews, I identify Health Hazard, Visual 
Pollutant, Happy Technology, Democratic Control and Property Value 
framings. These framings categorize the most salient problem definitions by 
my respondents and are historically contingent ways of doing so. This latter 
point is exemplified by the surprising emergence of references to privacy 
issues and increased external governmental control in the most recent data. 
These references seem to be the result of Edward Snowden’s revelations on 
the collection of meta-data on cell phone use by governmental agencies. 
Similarly surprising are the moments when respondents connect cell site 
deployment to the solidity of the structure itself and whether or not it would 
survive a storm or to its ability to conduct lightening. Such concerns are 
in a more autonomous position to the national level policy discourse. This 
discourse can vary locally, although not fundamentally. The strongest 
example of the influence of the local situation on respondents’ framings of 
the issue is the case in Encinitas. Here, the city’s notice emphasized noise 
attenuation measures to be implemented as a regular part of the cell site 
construction. This is a rather particular definition of the potential problems 
linked to cell site deployment, and this resonated amongst the respondents. 
For the active resident (8000), the noise was amongst the main reasons to 
combat the plans.
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Respondents’ framings can be compared with the national level policy 
discourse. The Health Hazard framing is in line with the policy discourse’s 
medicalization of the technology. Its use maintains that cell site deployment 
is perhaps ‘not good’. I find evidence of a stigma on health concerns, which 
interacts with a political context in which there is no legitimated way to 
worry or mobilize on the health effect. The Happy Technology framing is 
in line with the discourse’s embrace of the technological development in 
the ‘technological imperative’. Citizens also make use of framings that are 
largely outside of the national level policy discourse’s scope. The Visual 
Pollutant framing is a political opportunity for local authorities and residents 
to voice their concerns about cell site deployment. This opportunity is most 
explicitly defined in the local policies of the two cases in California. The 
Democratic Control framing results, in part, from earlier protest against 
cell sites, and its use implies a rather extensive awareness of the decision-
making process. In contrast to the depoliticizing policy discourse, citizens 
frame cell site deployment as a political problem, a problem in which they 
express the need to be involved. The Property Value framing is found in 
local authorities’ framings (Duiven) but also more strongly resonates from 
earlier protests on cell sites and, for example, windmills and high voltage 
powerlines. 

The varied ways in which the situation is framed and the different ways in 
which feelings are managed together give rise to respondents’ experiences 
of cell site deployment. I stress here how respondents reflexively position 
themselves towards a social problem to different degrees. I distinguish six 
‘everyday positions’ that respondents take in relation to a local decision-
making process: Inattentive, Indifferent, Optimistic, In Doubt, Critical and 
Alarmed. Respondents express themselves from positions that range from 
being distant to the issue to being very much engaged. Respondents who 
are more engaged take a more critical perspective to cell site deployment, 
defining it as a burden that is marked with ambivalence, fear and shame. 
Disgust about the visual aspects of cell sites is openly shared by many 
respondents. Positive emotions are not associated with engagement with 
cell site deployment, although they are still politically relevant. Inattentive 
and indifferent positions towards cell site deployment exclude political 
engagement.

Few respondents define themselves as rational and strategic players 
in these decision-making processes (Jasper, 2014). These positions show 
that when cell site deployment is made important in everyday life, the 
policy discourse appears amplified in individuals’ experiences of cell site 
deployment. Engaged respondents have, for example, many framings at 
their disposal. This discourse is rather muted when the deployment is kept 
at a distance from the everyday, and respondents often have to search for 
words to define cell site deployment in the first place. The more citizens 
engage with cell site deployment, the more they are being confronted with 
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the legitimate framing and feeling rules as delineated by the national level 
political discourse, and the more they manage their framings and feelings 
accordingly. Hence, the discursive resonance of the policy discourse in 
citizens’ experiences is mediated by the distance citizens create to cell site 
deployment as problem in everyday life. 

Citizens’ experiences are no ‘tabula rasa’ nor are there many blank 
situations left in which cell site deployments intervene. I find that, besides 
the framings mentioned above, respondents mobilize different existing 
emotional attachments to position themselves in relation to the decision-
making process. These involve, for example, emotional ties to family, 
neighbors or career, ties that involve considerations of one’s personal 
history and future. Most notable in the context of cell site deployment are 
attachments to place and community, local politics and the technology. The 
attachments citizens call on show how their everyday lives are ‘temporally 
bounded’ (Polletta, 2014, p. 464) in different ways than a particular cell site 
deployment. The attachment to place and community is especially important 
in that few respondents refer to the different local histories of protest, such 
as I observe in Amersfoort, Glendale and Egmond Binnen. Such histories 
appear confined to smaller locales than municipalities or cities, which 
shows limits to the effect of local policies and political interactions on 
citizens’ experiences. At the same time, I also find that the policy of cell 
site deployment intervenes in, and builds on, such emotional attachments 
to place and community. Like residents themselves, local policy makers 
conceive of specific places and communities. I see this, for example, in the 
distinction between villagers of Egmond Binnen and residents just outside 
of the village on whom the cell tower is now being ‘dumped’, in the ‘sensitive 
areas’ of Glendale and Encinitas’ policy, and in the differentiated positions 
homeowners and tenants receive while voting in Utrecht. 

Citizens’ experiences in interaction
The majority of the 121 respondents who take part in the panel studies 
appear unmoved by the eight local decision-making processes. I find 
stability in the framings of 87% of the respondents and in the feelings of 69% 
of the respondents. Most respondents remain indifferent or inattentive, 
and the issue does not enter into everyday life. The association between 
health effects and cell sites has been internalized by the respondents: 
45 respondents (37%) mention concerns on health, which remain rather 
stable. This shows that the feeling that cell sites are a hazard to health 
that one should act on is an effort that most citizens do not make. This 
stability can be understood from rather stable local policy discourses. 
Except for in Egmond Binnen, I observed no fundamental challenges to 
the national level policy discourse that would legitimate engagement. 
This means that there are relatively few opportunities available to shift 
in everyday position, while the least engaged positions (indifferent, 
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optimistic) generally are the most legitimate positions a citizen can take. 
This detachment itself is perhaps reinforced by the stigma faced by citizens 
who worry out in the open. In the context of the timespans of specific and 
not necessarily contested cell site deployment processes, this leaves most 
respondents apparently unmoved. It is important to note that the reach of 
political interactions is limited (TNS, 2010), but even when respondents 
are reached through a labor-intensive communication effort such as in 
Encinitas, they do not readily involve themselves. If they engage with the 
issue, this is generally short lived, and few (N=4) respondents strategically 
learn about and fully engage locally with the decision making. The stability 
I observed, however, might also be a consequence of the research design. 
The contested cell site deployment processes I encountered throughout 
this research can easily last a decade, while my windows of observation 
at best cover about two years (Amstelveen). These timespans are perhaps 
too short in this case to observe discourse and experience significant 
shifts over time. 

Nevertheless, I do observe subtle and gradual movement in framings 
and feelings. I also find differences in these movements between cases. To 
generalize, I find that if political interactions occur and citizens participate 
in cell site deployment, their experiences more readily change. When 
citizens are left out of the decision-making process and experience little 
control over what matters to them, their experiences more readily turn to 
stronger feelings of concern. In the situations where the national level policy 
discourse is repeated and citizens do not engage, respondents’ experiences 
shift to stronger feelings of concern (Amersfoort, Duiven). This is markedly 
different in the situations when respondents are actively involved with, learn 
the discourse and receive control over the process (Utrecht, Eindhoven). 
Here, respondents seem more at ease over time. This relation becomes more 
diffuse when citizens and local authorities both become active on the issue 
(Egmond Binnen, for example). I can discern the relation between citizens’ 
experiences and the main dynamics I observed in the eight decision-making 
processes: repetition and desynchronization. Both dynamics make the 
decision-making process less transparent for citizens and local authorities 
alike, leading to less control in comparison to industry professionals. 
These dynamics do have a differentiated effect on citizens’ experiences. In 
Encinitas, the inclusive decision-making process and repeated attempts of 
carriers to construct antennas lead to more concern and less trust, whereas 
the repetition in Amersfoort leads to an avoidance of citizens and thus 
of concern altogether. After all when citizens are unaware of a decision 
being made, little can change in their experience. The desynchronization 
in Amstelveen, between the construction of the site and notification about 
it, sparked the protest, but the ensuing legal fight appears to put citizens 
at ease. I therefore find no evidence for necessary effects between citizen 
participation, risk communication and concern (Wiedemann et al., 2013). In 
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Encinitas, health concerns are high throughout my observations and are 
not addressed nor made legitimate in the political interactions, making the 
active notification and early citizen participation somewhat meaningless. 
In Utrecht and Eindhoven, health concerns are actively addressed, while 
citizens had the right to vote on the installation. This leads citizens to be 
even less concerned, their initial low risk perceptions perhaps having 
contributed to the industry’s choice of location in the first place. Similarly, 
the long and inclusive process in Egmond Binnen might have contributed to 
a high-risk perception amongst our respondents, but during our case study, 
most respondents appeared at ease with this particular cell site being built. 
Health concerns are similarly addressed, for example in Duiven, but without 
the experience of control lead to active searches for information and more 
concern amongst respondents, similar to South Glendale where despite 
an inclusive policy, respondents were not engaged and start to search 
for information. This suggests that proactive citizen engagement, such as 
early notification and community meetings, is useful in abating concern 
when such engagement relates to citizens’ existing experiences. This is 
particularly the case when it involves their emotional attachments and when 
it simultaneously provides an experience of control over what is at stake. 

Citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment in the context of everyday 
life, then, prove very diverse and cannot solely be brought in line with 
the national level policy discourse. Moreover, citizens’ everyday lives 
encompass more, as long as they are not very engaged, than a single cell 
site decision in their neighborhood. The differences in the local interactions 
matter less to citizens’ experiences than I expected. This can be explained 
by the depoliticizing policy discourse, which does not actively engage 
citizens in decision making, and the localized decision-making processes 
through which it is hard for citizens to experience cell site deployment in the 
first place. However, even in the situations where citizens are pro-actively 
notified, I find that citizens keep the decision-making process from making 
an impact in their everyday lives. Defining the problem as ‘far from my bed’ 
ensures that one’s experiences are kept stable. Some citizens do engage 
with cell site deployment, and this is mostly from a critical or even alarmed 
position to this development, but such engagement is generally short lived. 
This positioning of citizens itself can be part of the social construction of 
what is at stake when a cell is being deployed. It can affect the construction 
of cell site deployment as social problem because these (in)actions carry 
political significance. The ‘civic practice’ of avoiding cell site deployment 
can legitimate particular political actions, such as the city official in Encinitas 
who claims to represent a silent majority of residents in favor of cell site 
deployment (Eliasoph, 1996). The relation between citizens’ experiences 
of cell site deployment and the local interactions I have examined in the 
previous chapter is therefore one of interaction. Citizens’ experiences are not 
dependent on the actions of local policy officials and industry professionals 
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alone but are rather an effect of the situation to which citizens themselves can 
also actively contribute, either by engaging to the full extent or by keeping 
the decision making as far away from their bed as possible. This varied 
engagement mediates their experiences of cell site deployment. This is an 
experience that is embedded in existing emotional attachments. Citizens’ 
experiences of cell site deployment, then, emerge from the interplay of local 
political interactions and emotional attachments in the context of a policy 
discourse from which legitimate framing and feeling rules originate.



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

242



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

Conclusions: The resonance of a depoliticizing policy discourse and citizens’ feedback in risk politics

Chapter 10  

Conclusions: The resonance  
of a depoliticizing policy  
discourse and citizens’  
feedback in risk politics

243



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

244

Chapter 10

Introduction

R: But, cell towers… Are they harmful? What do you think?
I: Eh, what I usually say is…. [Example 90: Respondent 2004, 2, 
Woman, 1962, Duiven].

At the end of an interview, a respondent would often reach out to me and 
ask questions that are similar to those of Respondent 2004 in Example 
90. Are cell towers harmful? Should I be worried that one is being built 
close to my home? What do you think? This exemplifies several people’s 
doubts and uncertainty about the technology’s potential for bodily harm. 
The ongoing debate on the health risk posed by the ‘radiation’ that cell 
sites emit resonates in her questions. The example also shows how cell 
site deployment is not a prominent concern to most people. There is 
some degree of uncertainty, but there is no widespread or clear-cut fear. 
The quote above is taken from the end of our second conversation, and 
it is the first time she explicitly mentions the health risk. Meanwhile, the 
municipality’s formal decision to construct a cell tower in her neighborhood 
had, at the time of this interview, been made public weeks before. This 
announcement did not stir her concern. Respondent 2004’s questioning 
on the health effects lacks a sense of urgency, and she does not appear 
very worried about, nor engaged with, the pending construction of a cell 
tower close to her home. However, this was only one of the ways that I 
found cell site deployment being experienced by the citizens in the course 
of this research. My research shows that people tend to miss or ignore the 
moments when decisions on cell site deployment are being made and have 
trouble identifying existing cell sites in their neighborhood. Few people 
actively engage with a cell site that is being built in their neighborhood. I 
have found that this scarce engagement can contribute to the way in which 
cell site deployment is defined and regulated. 

In this research, I aim to understand the diverse ways in which citizens 
who, like Respondent 2004, are confronted with the construction of a cell 
site in their neighborhood experience this technological development. 
In particularly, I question how and to what extent citizens’ experiences 
can be explained by the governance of the risks of cell site deployment. 
The ambition of this question is twofold: First, it aims to contribute to the 
fundamental sociological issue of the relation between modes of governing 
and selves (Thevenot, 2014, p. 9); this is achieved by asking if and how policy 
resonates in citizens’ experiences of the technology over time. I built on the 
concept of the ‘discursive resonance’ of policy as developed by Bröer (Bröer, 
2006; 2008; Bröer & Duyvendak, 2009; Kroesen & Bröer, 2009). Discursive 
resonance means that specific definitions of a problem that are found in a 
policies are echoed in citizens’ experiences of that problem because a policy 
discourse delineates legitimate ways of framing and feeling about it (Bröer, 
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2008, p. 93). I extend this work by emphasizing the intertwined dynamics 
of citizens’ experiences and policy discourse in a feedback model of risk 
politics. I use this model to show how discursive resonance works over time 
and underscore the ‘bottom-up’ contributions that citizens can have to the 
development of policy discourse. 

Second, the question aims to contribute to a more contextualized 
understanding of the experience of technology and health risks by 
focusing on the everyday life of citizens. I avoid defining a technology as 
risk in the first place and refrain from concentrating on risk in a negative 
way (Henwood et al., 2008; Zinn, 2015) or focusing exclusively on existing 
concerns and protest activities (McAdam & Boudet, 2012). Instead, I locate 
the experience of a particular technological development, of one particular 
risk, in concrete interactions in the context of everyday life. Experiences of 
risk and uncertainty are, in this way, the outcomes of such interactions. This 
perspective allows me to focus on what is routine and take the ‘mundane 
aspects of life’ (Back, 2015, p. 822) and a broad range of emotions seriously 
(Jasper, 2011; Verhoeven & Duyvendak, 2015). Empirically, I trace citizens’ 
experience of cell site deployment on different levels of analysis (a population 
level, in protest situations and during local decision making processes) 
and grasp it with a mixed set of quantitative and qualitative methods. The 
methodological aim is to contribute to the scarce longitudinal studies on 
the experience of risk and uncertainty through panel studies in different 
situations in which cell sites are being built (Conner & Siegrist, 2015). 

The depoliticization of cell site deployment

Cell site deployment is not necessarily a risk issue. Rather, cell site 
deployment can be socially constructed as a problem pertaining to 
health risks (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988). The start of this particular kind of 
problematization lies, following the resonance model, in policy practices. 
Social problems can be constructed as being more, or less, open for public 
involvement (Marres, 2007, p. 772), and the (discursive) practice of closing 
a problem off from citizen control is what I call ‘depoliticization’. Both in 
the Netherlands and Southern California, I found that cell site deployment 
is depoliticized by national and local policy makers and industry 
professionals; it is construed as a problem over which citizens, generally, 
have no control. The depoliticization of cell site deployment starts with 
what I call a ‘technological imperative’ in policy discourse. The rollout of 
the cellular network started in the 1980s and has grown exponentially since 
then, pushed by consumer demand, technological innovation and political 
agendas (e.g. EU, 2016). Today, the seemingly wireless telecommunications 
network has a marked material and local footprint owing to the about 1.4 
million cell sites that hold its antennas (Huss, 2011, p. 2). The development 
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of this material footprint is conceptualized in policy practice as an inevitable 
and apolitical process. Policy briefs, for example, mention that modern 
society requires wireless telecommunication facilities, and futures are 
envisioned of an empowering interconnected world of people and objects 
(5G PPP, 2016). Citizens are conceptualized as ‘consumer-citizens’, able to 
voice their preferences on the development of the technology through 
its consumption. The development of a wireless telecommunication 
technology is, however, not inevitable nor can its success be understood 
solely in terms of the qualities of the technology (Sismondo, 2008, p. 17; 
Wajcman, 2002, p. 352). 

Cell site deployment is depoliticized further through the specific way 
that it has been constructed as a health risk problem in policy discourse. 
The antennas in cell sites emit intangible radio-frequent electromagnetic 
fields (EMF). Years before the widespread use of ‘radiotelephones and base 
transmitters’ and the first recorded citizen protest against the health risks of 
cell sites in the early 1990s in the USA (Burgess, 2004, p. 7), EMF exposure 
limits were determined and their potential carcinogenic effects researched 
(ICNIRP, 1996, pp. 587-589). Through a focus on precaution, it has become 
the national, or federal, state’s responsibility to account for the health and 
safety of a rather passive citizenry. ‘Medicalization’ describes framing the 
problem at hand in medical terms and searching for its solution within 
medical practice (Conrad, 2005, p. 3), for example with epidemiological 
studies that search for long term health effects of EMF exposure (Interphone 
Group, 2010). It is one way of controlling a problem since it delineates 
legitimate ways of action. Despite shifting relations between experts and 
lay-people in medicine (Brown, Elston, & Gabe, 2015), medical expertise 
remains the starting point for such actions (Cooper, 1997, p. 204). 

The technological imperative and the medicalization of cell site 
deployment are two ways that the policy discourse on cell site deployment 
builds on a ‘top-down’ approach of government rather than, for example, 
one of deliberative ‘governance’ (Van Asselt & Renn, 2011; Walls et al., 2005). 
Through emphasizing the state’s responsibility for public health and safety 
and for the viability of commercial interest and technological innovation, the 
state’s ‘crisis of responsibility’ (Della Porta & Chironi, 2015) is rhetorically 
resolved in the case of cell site deployment. The depoliticizing policy 
discourse leaves citizens to voice their concerns on cell site deployment 
through consumption and representative democratic means and offers 
few opportunities for them to directly control cell site deployment. Yet, its 
regulation can seem deliberative and inclusive at face value. Public-private 
partnerships on cell site deployment are, in the Netherlands, solidified in an 
Antenna covenant and a Knowledge Platform (KP, 2012). I observed tenant 
voting procedures in Utrecht and Eindhoven and long term and inclusive 
decision making in California and Egmond Binnen. However, in most of 
the decision-making processes on cell site deployment that I followed, 
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citizens had to accept the imminent arrival of a cell site. The actions of site 
acquisition professionals revealed how citizens can be intentionally kept in 
the dark about a cell site deployment in their neighborhood; in a sense, their 
ignorance on the issue was ‘manufactured’ (Proctor & Schiebinger, 2008, pp. 
8-9). Moreover, governmental EMF risk communication is based on a ‘deficit’-
model (Wynne, 2008, cf. Claassen, Van Dongen, & Timmermans, 2015). 
Citizens who voice their health concerns are seen to be misguided in their 
interpretation of scientific evidence and expertly informed interpretations 
of such evidence would alleviate their concerns. Few experts on EMF and 
health engage in public participation processes or support broadening of 
advice procedures (Spruijt et al., 2015, p. 13). A paternalistic stance towards 
citizens’ concerns is therefore maintained in cell site deployment policy 
that takes the shape of a ‘caring neo-paternalism’. This stance argues that 
‘professional intervention […] is a sign of compassion, humanity and, 
finally, of respect’ (Tonkens & Duyvendak, 2003, p. 13). In this way, to 
uphold experts’ ‘epistemic power’ (Wynne, 2008) is ‘not a disgrace but a 
professional virtue’ (Tonkens & Duyvendak, 2003, p. 13). In the Netherlands, 
for example, government officials legitimate this stance with reference to 
the need to avoid the health effects of ‘unnecessary’ stress amongst citizens 
about EMF’s health risks.   

These observations of a depoliticizing policy discourse in the 
Netherlands and California are in line with Drake’s observations on cell 
site deployment in the UK (Drake, 2011). She describes the tension in a 
neo-liberal governmentality between the responsibilization of citizens in 
a ‘participatory mode’ of citizenship and the simultaneous expectation of 
citizens to ‘passively accept market forces’ (Drake, 2011, p. 542). Indeed, 
there is a striking contrast between top-down and expert-centered cell 
site deployment policy and other public health and safety policies, where 
citizens and local authorities are made responsible for implementing 
austerity (Grootegoed, Bröer, & Duyvendak, 2013), or anti-terrorist resilience 
measures (Walklate, McGarry, & Mythen, 2014). The policy measures on cell 
site deployment are, however, open-ended and have unintended effects. 
These measures lead in a self-reinforcing ‘feedback cycle’ between activism 
and corporate and governmental ‘social responsibility’ (McDonnell, King, & 
Soule, 2015, p. 674), to a continued politicization of cell site deployment. This 
is in particular a consequence of the medicalization of cell site deployment 
and the uncertainties in biomedical science research on EMF’s health 
effects. Biomedical research on EMF and health continues to ‘dig deeper’ in 
its search for better questions and answers. This keeps alive the possibility 
that there are health effects to be discovered, thus protracting the debate on 
the health risk into the future. This future possibility is manifest, for example, 
in the World Health Organization’s categorization of RF EMF as ‘possibly 
carcinogenic to humans’ (Baan et al., 2011, p. 625). In the case of cell site 
deployment, instead of only leading to more control over technological 



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

248

Chapter 10

development, its medicalization has also led to continued societal unrest 
on the health risk since the 1990s. The continued unrest amongst citizens 
can be seen as a part of the emergence of ‘bio-citizenship’ (Rose, 2007). 
Since medicalization happens in various fields, rights and responsibilities 
are increasingly tied to health conditions, and citizens become more attuned 
to biomedicine and their bodies. Bio-citizenship gives citizens the means 
and reasons to engage critically with cell site deployment, which contrasts 
sharply with the position of citizens as passive consumers of the technology.  

The emergence of a depoliticizing discourse
The depoliticizing policy discourse in cell site deployment has emerged in 
response to the ongoing societal unrest on health. This unrest is substantial, 
which is illustrated by the fact that at some point citizen protest emerged 
in at least a quarter of Dutch municipalities (Hermans, 2014, p. 11). Burgess 
argues that a combination of frightening media-hypes and precautionary 
measures by policy makers plays a ‘determining role’ (Burgess, 2002, pp. 
185-186) in the social construction of the health risk of cell sites and a 
‘culture of fear’ amongst citizens (Burgess, 2004). Today, I find something 
that is quite the opposite: what is feared and subsequently avoided by 
policy makers is societal unrest in itself. Policy practices have consciously 
and reflexively depoliticized cell site deployment since the 1990s protests 
through the preventative management of societal unrest. With the last large 
wave of local protests in the Netherlands ending around 2006 this seems 
to have been fairly successful. The management of societal unrest is made 
explicit in policy measures and risk communication practices on cell site 
deployment and calibrated in concrete actions. My two cases-studies in 
California, for example, show how citizen engagement is, in practice, more 
geared towards detecting controversy in an early stage of decision making 
instead of towards increasing citizen control over the decision-making 
process. The most important depoliticizing move in policy has been to 
locate the debate on the potential health effects of cell sites in national and 
federal level institutions (Dutch Health Council, Knowledge Platform EMF 
and Health, Federal Communications Commission). The Dutch Knowledge 
Platform, for example, is seen by active citizens to serve as a ‘lightning 
conductor’ (Knowledge Platform Stakeholder Platform, 11-01-2013) for the 
public debate on EMF and health. Individual citizens and local authorities 
have to work hard to make use of health-based arguments when deciding 
on a particular cell site’s construction. As a result, the politicization of 
the aesthetics of cell site deployment has become an issue at the local 
level. Although this does not address the question of the necessity of cell 
sites, it is often the only opportunity for citizens and local authorities to 
directly engage with cell site deployment. Local decision making focuses 
on computer generated images of an imagined construction, and active 
citizens strategically argue against the visual pollution that will result 



503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff503675-L-bw-de Graaff

249

Conclusions: The resonance of a depoliticizing policy discourse and citizens’ feedback in risk politics

10

from cell site deployment. In turn, in an attempt to account for societal 
unrest on visual pollution, local policies aim to hide cell sites in plain sight. 
Costly designs are pushed, particularly in California where the aspired 
‘community capability’ (City of Glendale, 2010, p. 81) of new cell sites is 
centered on their visual impact. This local policy focus had led providers 
to construct fake palm trees and hide antennas in church bell towers in 
Southern California. Similarly, societal unrest in the Netherlands has 
led to a specific national policy measure that frees antenna installations 
shorter than five meters from permit obligations (EZ, 2010). The measure 
ensures that the cellular network in the Netherlands consists mainly of 
small sites on rooftops, an estimated 80% of all cell sites (Dialogic, 2006, 
p. 29), because site acquisition professionals aim to limit costly permit 
procedures and time-to-market. Dutch national antenna policy thus 
contributes to the tendency to an even more fine-grained cellular network 
to create network coverage and capacity permit-free within unrest-prone 
residential areas. The depoliticizing discourse, in this way, has concrete 
effects that show how a cell site, as material ‘risk-object’, can be shaped 
by (potential) controversy instead of shaping that controversy (Boholm & 
Corvellec, 2011) 

The resonance of a depoliticizing discourse

What is the cultural effect of risk politics? Can I find evidence for the 
discursive resonance of these risk politics in citizens’ experiences of this 
particular technological development? I examine this question by paying 
attention not only to the disciplining force of policy discourse, but also to 
citizens’ agency to conceptualize cell site deployment as a social problem. I 
assume that there is no such thing as ‘pure’ or stable individual experience 
because experience is a process of ‘undergoing’ (Dijstelbloem, 2014a, p. 
47). Experience results from the interactions between direct sensory input 
and ‘past experiences and existing knowledge-structures’ (Pidgeon et al., 
1992, p. 98). In this research, citizens’ experience of cell site deployment 
is therefore conceptualized as being cultural and situational (Boholm & 
Corvellec, 2011). I conceive of this as the varied and relational ways in 
which citizens use framings and manage their feelings (Hochschild, 1979; 
2003). The resonance model presupposes that such action is structured by 
a policy discourse, and I examine this hypothesis here on three different 
levels: a population level, during contentious interactions and in local 
processes of decision making.

Population level: Resonance in framings and risk perceptions
To understand the cultural effect of risk politics on the level of the population, 
we constructed a panel of Dutch citizens and followed them over time 
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between October 2012 and December 2014. This panel serves as a control 
for the local interactions in the Netherlands, which we observed, and is 
representative for the Dutch population. Respondents’ repeated answers 
to our survey questions show that Dutch citizens generally accept cell site 
deployment to be inevitable. They show a relatively high level of trust 
in government and industry in developing this technology responsibly. I 
approached Dutch citizens’ health concerns with a risk perception measure. 
Dutch citizens have, similar to US citizens, a relatively low perception of 
the health risks of cell site deployment in comparison to citizens in other 
(European) countries. Still, about 20% of respondents reported to be 
worried or very worried about the health risk. Citizens’ framing of cell site 
deployment can be categorized with a ‘Happy Technology’, ‘Health Hazard’ 
and ‘Local Trouble’ framing. These framings indicate a more polarized 
experience of cell site deployment, as they define it as a benefit or a burden. 
The burden, however, is itself subdivided in cell site deployment as either an 
uncontrollable hazard or a local nuisance that one can tolerate. In contrast 
to framings identified earlier in Dutch public discourse on the health risks 
of EMF, it is revealing to find a framing that does not problematize cell site 
deployment from the start (Claassen et al., 2012; Lindner, 1995). This Happy 
Technology framing is in line with the generally high level of trust shown by 
Dutch citizens. Together with the Health Hazard framing, it can be interpreted 
as being in line with the technological imperative and medicalization of the 
technology that is central to the policy discourse. The Local Trouble framing 
is more difficult to relate to this issue-specific policy discourse. The framing 
addresses citizens’ responsibility to take care of local and ‘private’ affairs 
such as neighborhood aesthetics and property value within the public 
arena. These definitions of what is at stake during the construction of a cell 
site are, at the local level, often more legitimate arguments to control cell 
site deployment than its health risk. This observation is a first indication of 
the limits to the discursive resonance of the national level policy discourse 
because, in contrast to this discourse, the Local Trouble framing defines 
citizens’ main opportunities to control specific cell site deployments.  

A longitudinal assessment of the relations between the statements 
reveals few significant changes in the data, and the same framings continue 
to be meaningful over time. This suggests stability in Dutch citizens’ framing 
of cell site deployment during our window of observation, between October 
2012 and December 2014. Similarly, respondents’ mean perception of its 
health risk is stable over time (2.7). These findings diverge from earlier 
reports on Dutch citizens’ risk perception of cell sites. These reports suggest 
an increase in concern between 2003 and 2008 and a decrease between 
2008 and 2010. Although methodological differences make a comparison 
difficult, alongside these reports, my findings indicate that citizens’ concerns 
decreased further to return at the same levels as 2003 and remained stable 
between 2012 and 2014. 
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The stabilization of the risk perception of a technology that is now 
common and well-established is in line with the other long-term longitudinal 
risk perception research available (Conner & Siegrist, 2015, p. 13). My findings 
on this level of analysis also support the expectations that follow from 
the resonance model. The national level policy discourse is recognizable 
in citizens’ framing of cell site deployment. The policy’s fundamental 
stability echoes in the stability of the framings and risk perceptions of our 
respondents over time. The depoliticization of cell site deployment might 
have contributed to this stability in citizens’ experience. However, citizens’ 
concerns clearly differ in degree and substance, and a significant proportion 
of citizens continue to be concerned. The deployment of this technology thus 
has the potential to continue to unsettle citizens and to contribute to broader 
feelings of ‘ontological’ insecurity concerning technological development 
and risk politics (Beck, Giddens, & Lash, 1994). 

Contentious interactions: Resonance and feedback
The initial roll-out and medicalization of the cellular network has 
sparked much local protest and shifts in cell site deployment policies. 
My population level findings show that the current depoliticization of 
cell site deployment leads to a stabilization of what is at stake with this 
technological development. The localized protests that still occur on the 
construction of specific cell sites no longer shift national level policy 
discourse or citizens’ experience, as seen at the population level, in a 
significant way. The ongoing localized protests are nonetheless significant 
because specific interactions and situations still sometimes impact policy-
making and technological development. It is therefore worthwhile to focus 
on contentious interactions in themselves (McAdam & Boudet, 2012). To 
further examine the resonance of the depoliticizing discourse, I focus on 
the concrete interactions between industry professionals, policy makers 
and citizens. It is in these interactions, and especially when they are 
contentious, that the ‘feedback’ citizens can give to a policy discourse is 
most visible. 

The case of electro sensitivity (ES) sufferers in the Netherlands shows 
how strong the resonance of policy discourse can be when the experience 
of bodily symptoms and legitimated suffering are being (re)defined in 
accordance with policy language. It also shows how active citizens can 
contribute to changes in policy discourse through appropriating the 
language of policy makers and biomedical science. ES sufferers relate their 
bodily symptoms to EMF exposure and most vocally protest against cell site 
deployment on the national level in the Netherlands. They confront a dual 
failure: suffering from medically unexplained symptoms and identifying 
with the deviant, politically and medically unrecognized ES label, which 
excludes them from a legitimate ‘sick-role’ (Parsons, 1975; Shilling, 2002). 
For them, to curb cell site deployment is an essential part of alleviating and 
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legitimizing their bodily suffering. The policy on EMF and health shapes 
how ES sufferers deal with their condition. Although they question the 
technological imperative, they dissonantly sustain the medicalization of 
cell site deployment by prioritizing proving its health risk (cf Conrad, 2005). 
They do so through practices that are relevant to policy and are partially 
successful in this work. Active ES sufferers create and criticize biomedical 
research, question the need for wireless technologies and advance 
precautionary practices. These practices produce new areas of uncertainty 
and blur boundaries between health and illness, as ES sufferers define 
their own suffering as a warning for the wider population (Nettleton, 2006). 
Their success is most explicit in their participation in the Dutch Knowledge 
Platform EMF and Health. This contains a stakeholder ‘hybrid forum’ 
(Callon et al., 2009, p. 18, cf Soneryd, 2007), which provides ES sufferers 
with unusual political rights and promises of care. Their victory lies most 
strongly in an incremental change in the policy discourse. Policy makers 
opened up to their suffering and, cautiously, provide a possibility of care. 
This possibility, however, comes without a formal acknowledgement by 
industry and authorities of the (alleged) cause of their suffering, so as not to 
endanger the ongoing ‘roll-out’ of wireless technologies. The partial victory 
of ES sufferers shows the strengths and limitations of their bio-citizenship 
(Rose, 2007). Through their victim-as-citizen status, ES sufferers are able to 
provide feedback to a policy discourse that, although not fundamentally, 
can change because of this. ES sufferers provide such feedback directly to 
national policy makers and industry professionals working on the national 
level; here, they are confronted with, and in the end conform to, the 
depoliticizing policy discourse on EMF and health. 

The resonance of the national level policy discourse becomes evident 
in the 16 moments of local citizen protest against cell site deployment we 
examined in the Netherlands. With the health risk being dealt with through 
national level institutions and through, for example, the circulation of a 
standardized set of local policy instruments, the conditions through which 
local authorities can deal with cell site deployment are harmonized. The 
state thus serves as the primary ‘distributor of discourses’ (Uitermark, 
2005, p. 150). Local policies on cell site deployment are only autonomous 
from national level antenna policies to a very limited extent, for example 
on design issues. However, like social movement organizations, inter-
governmental actors such as municipalities and national health agencies 
can become strategic ‘players’ that contribute to the emergence of a social 
problem (Jasper, 2014). To observe this, the ‘state’ needs to be conceptually 
broken down into a ‘network based form of governance’ (Koopmans & 
Olzak, 2004; Sørensen & Torfing, 2005). This reveals that despite the limited 
autonomy of local authorities, the problem of cell site deployment is socially 
constructed differently in each situation. This happens most explicitly when 
local authorities argue against dominant framing and feeling rules in national 
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level policy, becoming ‘activists’ in relation to higher strata of government 
(Verhoeven & Bröer, 2015). In these cases, the locally legitimate ways in which 
citizens can impact and feel about cell site deployment shift. This is clear in 
the different ways the 16 Dutch local authorities approach their engagement 
with citizen protest on cell site deployment. Their varying stances to emerging 
protest (co-operation, mediation, toleration or the rejection of concern) 
can challenge the national-level policy discourse, affecting the course and 
outcome of such protest. The more intense, inclusive and authoritative local 
authorities’ engagement with its constituents is, the larger this effect appears 
to be. In the most extreme cases, this has led to the removal of already 
constructed cell sites and, when local discourses ‘jump scale’ (Uitermark, 
2005, p. 151), to durable changes in national policy. These observations help 
explain why there is full-blown protest on cell sites in one situation and not 
in others. What is at stake and how one can legitimately feel about it and act 
on it can differ between particular situations. During moments when citizens 
protest cell site deployment and when local authorities engage with such 
protest, citizens’ ‘bottom-up’ contributions to the construction of the social 
problem and the development of policy discourse are most apparent. These 
observations also point out that not only active citizens but a range of actors 
are capable of giving ‘feedback’ to a national level policy discourse that can be 
modified in the process and can therefore potentially influence its resonance 
in citizens’ experience of the problem it addresses.

Local decision making: Resonance, engagement and emotional attachments 
This research clearly demonstrates the impact of national level antenna 
policy on contentious interactions. The policy structures the practices of 
active citizens on the Dutch national level as well as those of local authorities 
and active citizens who try to control cell site deployment on the local level. 
The discourse can be challenged in politicized interactions that can lead to 
shifts in the definitions of what is at stake and the ways for arguing and 
feeling about it. This leaves open the question of how resonance might 
work in everyday life. What happens when cell site deployment occurs in 
more mundane and not-contentious situations? It is difficult to observe 
citizens’ experiences through population-level data and survey instruments 
alone (Law, 2009). I therefore consider in detail how citizens undergo a 
particular cell site deployment, i.e. how they experience a decision-making 
process on the construction of a cell site in their neighborhood. I examine 
the flow of interactions in eight such situations (Verhoeven, 2009, p. 297) 
and encounter a broad range of formal and informal interactions and a 
multitude of relevant actors. Their interactions show how the stability I 
observe at the population level is produced through decision-making 
processes that mostly occur back-stage and involve citizens who scarcely 
engage with these processes. Instead, citizens mobilize different existing 
emotional attachments to make sense of cell site deployment. 
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Production of stability in local interactions
The interactions in the eight cases reveal the frequent repetition of the 
definition of cell site deployment that is used in national level policy. In 
all cases, local definitions of the problem are generally in line with the 
national level policy discourse. Egmond Binnen was the one case where 
I encountered a serious shift in local policy practice. Here, the protest 
activities of citizens are institutionalized in ‘working-groups’, and citizens 
feel they have significant control over the final decision. This shift in local 
policy practice is an explicit reaction to citizen unrest, which is locally 
produced, but even here the technological imperative is left intact. There is 
not a discussion about if the cell site is to be deployed in the neighborhood, 
but instead an open discussion concerns where and how the site is to be 
constructed. This makes the specific location of a cell site the primary 
entry-point for citizen participation in the decision-making process. The 
other seven cases show how a cell site deployment’s meaning is stabilized 
through concrete policy measures and through citizens who do not engage 
with the decision-making process despite invitations to do so, such as in 
the case of Eindhoven. In all cases, the most important message local 
authorities give to citizens is that a particular cell site cannot be denied 
based on arguments about its potential health effects. The deployment 
of the technology itself is not questioned, nor do health concerns play a 
legitimate part in local decision making, as these are turned into issues of 
national, or federal, public health.

The eight cases show that much of the actual decision making happens 
back-stage. Before citizens are made aware of the pending construction 
of a cell site, industry professionals and local policy makers co-ordinate 
their positions on the provider’s permit application. I have identified two 
dynamics that characterize the flow of interactions in the eight decision-
making processes and tend to support these back-stage practices. The first 
is de-synchronization. There is a clear lack of synchronization between the 
moments of actual decision making, citizen participation in reaching that 
decision and the physical construction of the cell site. In Amstelveen, for 
example, citizens experienced the cell site’s construction as a surprise. 
Having missed the publications on the permit application, this led some 
of them to start a legal procedure to remove it. In Duiven, citizens were 
only allowed to voice their opinion on the permit application after the local 
authority explicitly agreed to it. The second dynamic is repetition. Industry 
representatives have the flexibility to repeatedly attempt to find a suitable 
location within the same search area. This can result, such as in Encinitas, 
in ongoing, repetitive decision-making processes and community meetings 
regarding the same location. This can also result in a sudden redirection of a 
provider’s interest to a site that neither citizens nor local authorities are aware 
of, such as happened in Amersfoort. These dynamics, which appear more 
a consequence of actors’ pragmatic ‘muddling through’ than a conscious 
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practice, make it difficult for citizens, but also for local authorities, to interact 
with cell site deployment in the first place. This leads to them having less 
control over the process in comparison to industry professionals. 

Frequently, the consequence of these back-stage practices is that 
citizens get the impression that there is little to interact with or experience 
during a decision-making process on a cell site in their neighborhood. 
In one way, this is a result of local policy itself, which needs to define a 
public to involve in the decision making. Like citizens, local policy makers 
and industry professionals conceive of specific communities and locations 
as more or less suited for the construction of a cell site. The apparently 
co-operative or mediating policy practices in Glendale and Egmond Binnen, 
for example, exclude the engagement of ‘outsiders’: migrants living within 
the non-‘sensitive’ areas in Glendale South and residents on the outskirts of 
the village community in Egmond Binnen. In the Dutch cases, such specific 
publics are generally defined ad hoc, when unrest has already begun. In the 
two cases in California, a relevant public is geometrically defined as people 
living or owning property within 500 feet of the proposed location. When 
municipalities, cities and industry actively inform citizens, the information 
they provide, for example through their websites or community meetings, 
generally reiterates the national level policy discourse. In some cases, most 
notably in California, local authorities appear to use any means possible to 
reach their citizens, but, in line with earlier findings (TNS, 2010), few citizens 
identify governmental sources to be their main source of information on 
cell site deployment. Policy language is therefore at best learned indirectly 
by citizens. Indeed, local newspapers, the internet and active neighbors are 
referred to as the most important sources of information. In my eight cases, 
local media took an interest when a particular cell site deployment became 
contested but mostly appeared to channel information from local authorities. 
The media apparently only includes critical voices after citizen protest has 
emerged. Active citizens prove to be important sources of information for 
other citizens. Alternative framings of and feelings about cell site deployment 
are generally learned in interaction with those who protest existing policies. 

Only a few citizens who are reached through active community outreach 
programs would identify as a strategic or goal-oriented ‘player’ and feel 
associated with a specific political ‘arena’ on cell site deployment (Jasper, 
2014, p. 11). In half of the eight cases, respondents do engage in political 
action, but the absolute number of respondents doing so (N=4) is small. 
Similarly, few respondents mention a change in their practical use of 
wireless technology. Respondents do search for information individually. 
More than a quarter of respondents (26%) mention engaging in such 
activities, and the proportion of respondents doing so differs per situation. 
The emergence of these activities seems to be provoked by governmental 
communication, especially when it leaves particular questions on health 
risks unanswered. Respondents use the internet and their social capital in 
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the neighborhood to learn more, but it is hard to call these actions ‘civic 
practices’ (Eliasoph, 1998). In non-contentious situations, very few citizens 
attend public hearings or community meetings, reply to invitations to vote or 
appear to create contexts for political conversation on the problem amongst 
themselves. This (lack of) engagement can contribute to what is at stake 
during cell site deployment in a particular situation. When local authorities 
proved amendable (co-operative, tolerant) to citizens’ concerns, I found 
that citizens’ could significantly impact on the decision-making process and 
potentially introduce feedback into the policy discourse. In Egmond Binnen, 
this has led to shifts in the process itself and its outcomes, with the site now 
being built outside of the village in accordance with citizens’ wishes. There 
can also be long-term effects of citizen engagement. Local policy makers 
in Amersfoort remain suspicious of it after a long history of citizen protest 
against cell site deployment. However, with decisions being made back-
stage, citizens are hard to reach and not readily engaged. In these cases, 
a particular cell site deployment is not readily politicized, and local issue 
definitions and ways of feeling and framing remain stable. 

Framing and feeling in everyday life
Citizens’ framing of a cell site deployment in their neighborhood is for 
a large part structured according to the national level policy discourse. 
However, there are other factors that contribute to citizens’ framing 
practices. In order of frequency, citizens make use of a Health Hazard, Visual 
Pollutant, Happy Technology, Democratic Control and Property Value 
framing of cell site deployment. The Health Hazard framing is in line with 
precaution and care practices that medicalize the technology and, in so 
doing, maintain that cell site deployment is perhaps ‘not good’. The Visual 
Pollutant framing is a political opportunity for primarily local authorities 
as well as residents to voice their concerns about cell site deployment. 
This opportunity is more explicitly defined in the local policies of the two 
cases in California than in those in the Netherlands. The Happy Technology 
framing is in line with the technological imperative, either as positively 
assessed collective good via an embrace of the technology’s functionality 
or as part of a more pressing progress of technology. The Democratic 
Control framing appears to be a residue from earlier protest against cell 
sites, and its use implies citizens’ existing familiarity with the decision 
making process itself. In contrast to the national level policy discourse, 
citizens frame cell site deployment as a political problem that requires 
their involvement. The Property Value framing is sometimes found in local 
authorities’ framings, but it more strongly resonates from earlier protests 
on cell sites and high voltage powerlines. Thus, citizens also make use of 
framings that are largely outside of the scope of the national level policy 
discourse (Visual Pollutant, Democratic Control, Property Value). I also 
found subtle situational differences in what different citizens emphasized 
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was at stake. In Encinitas, for example, in line with local policy, citizens 
raised concerns about noise, and in Amstelveen the burden the cell site 
posed was compared to the airplanes passing overhead.

Framing alone does not cover citizens’ experiences of cell site 
deployment. I also found a variety of ways in which feelings are managed. 
Together with the differentiated use of framings, I categorized six ‘everyday 
positions’ that citizens take in relation to a local decision-making process: 
Inattentive, Indifferent, Optimistic, In Doubt, Critical and Alarmed. This 
positioning ranges from citizens expressing themselves as being distant 
to the issue (Inattentive) to being very engaged (Alarmed). An inattentive 
position to a decision-making process in the neighborhood can be separated 
from an indifferent position by the absence of any emotion ‘work’ on cell 
site deployment16. The decision-making process can, simply, not play any 
part in some citizens’ everyday lives. The resonance of policy discourse 
in everyday life would seem non-existent or muted. The more citizens 
engage with cell site deployment, the more framings they use and the 
more negative emotions are managed. Engaged citizens have many policy-
relevant framings at their disposal and find it easy to talk about cell site 
deployment. Hence, the discourse seems ‘amplified’ in their experiences of 
cell site deployment. In the most extreme cases, fear and anxiety about cell 
site’s health risks appear exacerbated by a taboo on such feelings. This is 
observable in other respondents’ explicit attribution of negative qualities 
to people who are concerned about cell sites’ health effects, describing 
them as ‘freaks’ or as not being ‘clear-headed’. To experience fear of cell 
site deployment, then, also involves the management of stigma (Goffman, 
1963, pp. 13-14). In contrast, many citizens openly share disgust about the 
aesthetics of cell sites. Thus, depending on citizens’ level of engagement 
with the issue in their everyday life, the policy resonates to different degrees. 

The effects of local interactions in everyday life
The positions citizens take towards cell site deployment in everyday life are 
much less influenced by local interactions than I expected. Although the 
eight situations I follow differ little in how cell site deployment is defined, 
there are sometimes large differences in local interactions in terms of 
the ways citizens become engaged with the decision-making process. 
In contrast to my expectations, these differences seem to matter little in 
citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment. This is remarkable, especially 
considering the differences between local policies in California and the 
Netherlands. At face-value, citizens have much more control and are more 
actively involved in the decision making in California than in the Netherlands.

The main effect of local interactions that I have identified is that when 
citizens are left out of the decision-making process and experience little 

16  I would like to thank Justus Uitermark for pointing out this difference.
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control over what matters to them, they feel more concerned. In Duiven, 
for example, health concerns are actively made irrelevant in governmental 
communication. With citizen participation starting after the formal decision 
has been made, citizens experience little control, begin active searching for 
information and more concern emerges. Similarly, the inclusive local policy 
in Glendale had the inverse effect of excluding most citizens from the decision 
making in South Glendale. Citizens were likewise not very engaged, and some 
also started to search for information. This is different in situations where 
citizens are actively involved, learn the discourse and experience control in the 
process. In Utrecht and Eindhoven, health concerns were actively addressed, 
while citizens had the right to veto the installation. As a result, citizens were 
even less concerned, although their initial low risk perceptions might have 
contributed to the industry’s location choice in the first place. 

The relation between interactions, control and citizens’ experience is 
more diffuse when both local authorities and citizens engage with cell site 
deployment as a problem. Here, I found that a decision-making process can 
induce concern particularly when it violates citizens’ existing expectations of 
what the (local) political decision making should be about. In Encinitas, for 
example, health concerns remained high throughout the observations and 
were not addressed in the city’s notifications. The contrast between citizens’ 
expectations and the city’s actions made the control that citizens did have, 
over aesthetics, somewhat meaningless to them. The repeated attempts of 
different providers to construct antennas in Encinitas, therefore, instead led to 
more concern amongst citizens about the cell site. In Amstelveen, the breach 
in citizens’ expectations to be properly informed and involved, and the lack 
of synchronization between the cell site’s construction and the notification 
about the permit application led to protest. The ensuing legal fight, through 
which citizens regained some control in the situation, however, appeared to 
ease most citizens’ unrest in the long run. In contrast, a long and inclusive 
process happened in Egmond Binnen. The attention to the health risks during 
several community meetings might have contributed to a relatively high risk 
perception amongst citizens, but they were ultimately at ease with the building 
of the particular cell site because they felt in control over its final location. 

These effects should not be exaggerated. Despite the differences 
between the eight situations and 37% of respondents explicitly mentioning 
having concerns about possible health effects, in every situation the 
majority of citizens appear unmoved by the introduction of a cell site into 
their neighborhood. Of the 121 respondents who participated at least twice 
in the panel studies, the framings of 87% of the respondents and the feelings 
of 69% of the respondents remain stable. This stability can be understood in 
line with the rather consistent ways that the problem is defined locally and 
nationally. In other words, there are relatively few legitimate opportunities 
available for citizens to voice their concerns, and it would require a lot of 
effort for citizens to engage with the decision-making process in these 
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eight situations. However, even when citizens are reached through a labor-
intensive communication effort such as in Encinitas, they do not readily 
engage. If they do, I find that this is generally very short-lived. Only a few 
respondents (N=4) strategically learned about and fully engaged locally 
with the decision making. A local, not-contentious, cell site deployment thus 
generally does not largely intervene in citizens’ everyday life. I understand 
this stable position of cell site deployment in everyday life as a consequence 
of there being little for citizens to experience due to the specific flows of 
interaction I describe above. At the same time, citizens’ scarce engagement 
with these interactions contributes to stabilizing the experience of cell site 
deployment at the local level as well.

This stability, however, also needs to be understood in relation to the fact 
that in citizens’ everyday lives there is more going on than the building of a 
cell site in their neighborhood. Citizens’ experiences are not ‘tabula rasa’ nor 
are there many blank situations left in which a specific cell site deployment 
intervenes. Therefore, respondents mobilize different emotional attachments 
to make sense of cell site deployment. In the context of cell site deployment, 
the most notable attachments are to place and community, local politics 
and the technology itself. These attachments can profoundly shape the 
experience of a decision-making process. The lived experience of time is 
important here. Cell site decision making and citizens’ engagement herein is 
‘temporally bounded’ in ways that are distinct from other aspects of citizens’ 
everyday lives (Polletta, 2014, p. 464). For example, citizens refer to feeling 
connected, or not, to their neighborhood as a place or community. This 
attachment is built up over a period of time and involves a consideration of 
one’s history and future in that neighborhood (Tavory & Eliasoph, 2013). Such 
considerations can involve a very long-term ‘trajectory’ (Tavory & Eliasoph, 
2013, pp. 913-916). For example, some respondents refer to being transient, 
i.e. mostly disconnected from the neighborhood. Tenants can foresee a future 
in another place than their current living environment. This argument, then, 
can be used to legitimize a lack of engagement with local decision making 
of any kind. The experience of the risks a specific cell site can bring to the 
neighborhood is also influenced by these different considerations of time and 
expectations of the future (Brown & de Graaf, 2013). Industry professionals 
and policy makers involved in these interactions also make time matter in 
different ways than residents. For industry professionals, for example, the 
‘time-to-market’ is essential, while for local policy makers the upcoming 
elections might be a paramount time horizon. Residents seem to take an even 
longer-term perspective when giving meaning to cell site deployment in their 
neighborhood. In citizens’ everyday lives, even when their use of framings and 
feelings is consonant with the policy discourse, much more is at stake than a 
cell site’s risks. For citizens, a local decision-making process is contextualized 
more broadly than solely in terms of a specific policy discourse. 
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A feedback model of risk politics and its consequences

The discursive resonance model locates the cultural effect of risk politics 
in the disciplining force of policy, and my general conclusions are in line 
with this model. The national level policy discourse appears to structure 
citizens’ experiences of the technology. The framings and feelings that I 
identified on a population level are primarily in line with this discourse, 
and they mirror its development, as a governmentality approach would 
suggest (O’Malley, 2009, p. 5; cf Drake, 2011; Rose, O’Malley, & Valverde, 
2006). The resonance of the policy discourse is also clear in contentious 
interactions. Here, interactions dovetail in intense citizen engagement, 
and active citizens strategically learn how to argue against cell sites by 
sensing and seizing the discursive opportunities available to them (Bröer 
& Duyvendak, 2009). These efforts are structured according to what is 
deemed legitimate by the policy discourse. Similarly, citizens’ experiences 
in not contentious situations generally appear to be in line with the national 
level policy discourse. This is exemplified by the continued high frequency 
of Health Hazard framing, citizens’ experiences of stigma and the relatively 
minor effects of local interactions. 

This cultural effect of risk politics is, however, not straightforward. 
Throughout this research, I found that citizens’ experiences could sometimes 
feed back into risk politics through their engagement with a social problem. 
Such feedback can shift the social construction of the problem at hand and, 
in turn, the policy discourse itself. Feedback blurs simple cause and effect 
relations between discourse and experience, which emphasizes the need 
for a more dialectical understanding of this relation (cf Brown & Olofsson, 
2014, pp. 429-430). My feedback model is particularly useful as a heuristic 
device for understanding citizens’ agency to contribute, or not, to the social 
construction of a social problem. The feedback of citizens’ experiences 
of cell site deployment is most clear in the relation between the reflexive 
governance of societal unrest and the ongoing local protests. It became 
apparent how the policy discourse was based in an understanding of the fact 
that citizens react to the creation of policy and technological development. 
Citizens’ experiences feed back into risk politics rather directly when policy 
makers aim to manage this through risk communication exercises. Policy 
makers, such as in Encinitas, develop a feel for citizens’ concerns based 
on their own experiences with protest and try to manage it pre-emptively. 
Citizens, in turn, can engage with these depoliticizing policy practices. These 
feedback loops originate in the specific situations and concrete interactions 
through which risk politics occur. I identified how the experiences of active 
citizens, such as ES sufferers, can directly contribute to changes in health 
policy, especially when this contribution is supported by policy makers in 
stakeholder fora. I also saw how, most prominently in contentious situations, 
citizens’ engagement with cell site deployment could help constitute 
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legitimate actions, expressions and feelings about cell site deployment. 
Such engagement can, when supported by local authorities, shift local 
discourses that in turn can impinge on national level policies. Attention to 
citizens’ agency, than, illuminates how the resonance of the national level 
policy discourse on cell site deployment can be mediated by the way the 
particular cell site deployment is defined by all actors who engage with it in 
a concrete situation (Eliasoph & Lichterman, 2003, p. 782).  

With little citizen engagement in my cases of cell site deployment, 
these feedback effects are hard to observe in non-contentious situations. 
Nonetheless, it is important to account for citizens’ agency in the construction 
of a social problem. It enables me to observe how citizens’ everyday lives 
are much larger than one particular technological development or issue-
specific policy discourse. My research reveals that even when citizens appear 
consonant with policy in their definitions of cell site deployment, they can 
mobilize a range of other interpretive resources than just a specific policy 
discourse. I see this in the existence of framings and feelings outside of the 
policy discourse’s scope. The Property Value framing, for example, echoes 
earlier citizen protest more strongly than existing policy practices. The use 
of the Visual Pollutant framing, similarly, seems a consequence of local 
political opportunities to stop cell site deployment instead of resonating the 
national level policy discourse. Citizens’ agency also helps to explain the 
limited effect of the local interactions in these situations. These interactions 
are indicative of the intensity and direction of citizens’ experience, but the 
subtle situational differences in how cell site deployment is defined and 
regulated scarcely return in citizens’ everyday lives. I understand this as 
a consequence of the fact that resonance is mediated through citizens’ 
engagement with a social problem. For example, the specific emphasis on 
noise attenuation measures in Encinitas resonates most strongly in the way 
that active citizens define the problem at hand. In contrast to the resonance 
model that makes a categorical distinction between citizens’ relations to 
a policy discourse (Bröer, 2008, p. 99), I argue that discursive resonance 
in everyday life works gradually. The more engaged a citizen is with a 
social problem, the more a policy discourse is ‘amplified’ in everyday life. 
Conversely, a lack of engagement leads the discourse to be ‘muted’ or even 
absent. Even though citizens’ engagement seems to primarily result from 
local policy aims, and the national level policy discourse resonates clearly, 
citizens experience risk politics is an ongoing framing and management 
of feelings embedded in concrete interactions, emotional attachments 
and existing experiences. A policy discourse can provide a context for this 
experience, depending on the specific situation and citizens’ degree of 
engagement with policy practice. Today, the intertwined dynamics of policy 
creation and citizens’ experiences lead, in the case of cell site deployment, 
to a rather stable policy discourse and a similarly stabilized experience of 
this technological development by citizens. 
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These observations need further exploration. I was not able to 
prospectively observe large shifts in local definitions of a social problem 
during my windows of observation. These windows were, in hindsight, 
relatively short in comparison to the sometimes very long-term local 
decision-making processes. A potential solution could be to explicitly control 
for some of the many (power) dynamics involved when conducting similar 
multilevel, longitudinal mixed-method experiments with citizen engagement 
on siting controversies and environmental health risks. In addition to the 
contribution that this research makes to the limited longitudinal work on 
risk perceptions (Conner & Siegrist, 2015), the strength of my design lies 
in the possibility of pinpointing the dynamics of risk politics and everyday 
life in relation to one another whilst leaving space for reflexivity on the 
performative aspects of such a design. Such space, in particular how 
the research itself can be part of the political interactions it examines, is 
essential in a study on the relation between experiences of risk and politics 
(Henwood et al., 2008). I have opened up dimensions of power, control 
and exclusion by conceptualizing experience predominantly as discursive. 
However, this approach neglects, for the most part, the roles that material 
objects and devices play in the relation between risk politics and experiences 
(Dijstelbloem, 2014b; Marres & Lezaun, 2011). A further consideration of the 
interactions between governance practices and citizens’ experiences could 
benefit from a more extensive consideration of the material aspects of risk 
politics than is included in this project. Likewise, although respondents often 
referenced similar siting issues, the question remains open if discursive 
resonance works similarly in other social problems, for example those that 
are not medicalized or are more tangible than EMF and the planned cell 
sites. Is there something specific about the relation between medicalization 
and discursive resonance? Can a similar process of (de)politicization in 
governance, feedback and citizen engagement be found elsewhere?

Embracing controversy and concern
The debate on the health risks of cell site deployment is now about three 
decades old. Localized protests continue to emerge. If this controversy is to 
be settled, alternative ways of governing this technological development 
and its risks seem appropriate for opening up its now stable, although 
rather ambiguous, political embrace. My findings highlight the need to 
move away from goal-oriented, instrumentalist, expert-centered and 
monolithic approaches to cell site’s risk governance (Árvai, 2014; cf 
Jasanoff, 2014). Controversies such as these are said to require ‘outside 
involvement’ for closure (Marres, 2007, p. 772). The opportunities for such 
involvement, or engagement, are missing and missed in most moments 
of cell site deployment. In practice, the regulation of cell site deployment 
in both the Netherlands and California is predominantly one of ‘top-down’ 
government (Walls et al., 2005, p. 641). 
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Throughout almost all the cases of cell site deployment this research 
examined, citizens did not experience meaningful control. The health risk, 
the most frequent way in which citizens frame cell site deployment, is not a 
legitimate part of local debates. The depoliticization of cell site deployment 
seems solidified further through citizens’ avoidance of cell site deployment as 
a social problem and the stigmatization of those who critically engage with 
or are alarmed by the issue. This excludes alternative ways of defining the 
situation and acting on cell site deployment. The repeated calls for deliberation 
and citizen participation in EMF risk governance (e.g. Hom, Plaza, & Palmén, 
2011, p. 329) appear especially moot when citizens’ health concerns on EMF 
are again feared and avoided when they surface with the introduction of 
yet another EMF technology (Hess, 2014). Advice that is now twenty years 
old therefore still seems relevant today. We should aim at ‘fewer, but better 
conflicts’ (Fischhoff, 1995, p. 144). How do we have such ‘better’ conflicts? 
How do we make risk governance into a ‘different beast’ (Kasperson, 2014, p. 
5)? It is difficult to conceive of principles or straightforward, strategic answers 
to these questions because there might not be a ‘one size fits all’ mold for risk 
governance practice. I can suggest, however, some avenues through which 
to arrive at better conflicts. I focus, briefly, on possible changes in learning, 
system-design and risk politics and argue, most importantly, for opening up 
technological development to doubt and fear. 

Innovations in learning might start by acknowledging the indeed ‘highly 
context dependent’ (Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004, p. 336) effects of risk 
governance practice. In one instance, cell site deployment can appear to 
be a thoroughly complex and dynamic situation, whereas in another, its 
deployment might seem like a straightforward and stable practice. These 
contexts themselves are not necessarily stable. Publics and the social 
problems they aim to address can emerge, shift or disappear, just like specific 
objects of concern. This means that there is never ‘one’ specific problem at 
stake nor is there one general public with which to engage. For example, 
citizens in California who recently focused their protest efforts on cell sites 
and cell phones are now arguing for the physical dangers of in-home wireless 
‘smart’ energy meters (Hess, 2014; Hess & Coley, 2012). They seem aided 
in doing so through a ‘discursive coalition’ (Hajer, 2005, pp. 302-305) with 
activists who argue for the increased external control and breach of privacy 
that these devices offer (e.g. Stopsmartmeters, 2016). In the case of EMF, 
there is also a historical precedent for this kind of shift. Citizens’ concerns 
on cell site deployment were preceded by similar concerns on high-voltage 
power lines (Burgess, 2002, p. 184), resulting from epidemiological research 
that reported associations between the prevalence of childhood leukemia 
and physical distance to these devices (Pedersen et al., 2014; Wertheim & 
Leeper, 1979). The intangibility of the specific health risk (EMF) appears to 
lead to an ‘objectification’ of controversy with regards to specific devices 
(power lines, cell site, smart-meter).
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The acknowledgement of risk governance’s contextual effects is 
important because my results show that standardized governmental risk 
communication and deliberative practices have, mostly, an indirect effect 
on citizens’ knowledge. There are minimal differences between citizens’ 
experiences of cell site deployment in the cases in California and the 
Netherlands, despite the former cases having intensive community outreach 
and citizen notification programs. This shows how risk communication, 
active notification and repeated community hearings in themselves are not 
enough to reach citizens. Many citizens actively search for information for 
themselves. This is why it is important to continue to question the epistemic 
power of expertise and to open up scientific knowledge and practice. For 
example, properly valuing open-source scientific publications will enable 
citizens to have access to state-of-the-art research and engage with research, 
and scientists to more directly engage with emerging publics.

System-design and political innovations go hand in hand. System-design 
innovation could start with taking more time in seeking pro-active public 
engagement in an early and open stage of technological development before 
path-dependency becomes too intense, instead of communicating a bad deal 
to citizens after the fact (Hess, 2014, p. 12; Trappenburg & Schiffelers, 2012). 
Reasonable and cost-effective ways to limit potentially harmful emissions of any 
kind (As Low As Reasonably Achievable) could be a part of such engagements. 
Political innovations could begin by moving risk politics past dichotomies 
such as lay/expert and acknowledging the inevitable uncertainties of human 
existence and technological innovation and the limited capabilities of science 
to deal with these uncertainties in any definite way (Jasanoff, 2007; cf Van Dijk 
et al., 2011). The specific risks and uncertainties coupled with a technology like 
cell sites are the outcomes of intense and reflexive political interactions; they 
are not objectified valuations that can be given to a situation as the basis of 
specific risk governance practices (De Vries, Verhoeven, & Boeckhout, 2011; 
cf IRGC, 2015; Renn, 1999; 2015). In the case of cell siting controversies, much 
more is at stake than risks and uncertainties on health, and what is at stake can 
be situationally differentiated. This complicates a macro-social perspective on 
the ‘risk-society’ (Beck, 1992; Mythen, 2007) and a monolithic perspective on 
risk governance. To arrive at better conflicts, attention could instead be paid to 
how different actors’ specific references to risk and uncertainty can be political 
tools through their ‘subtle valuing and imposition of particular futures’ (Brown, 
2014, p. 392). In the case of cell site deployment policy, this is a future valued 
with rather than without wireless connectivity. The ongoing medicalization of 
the technology creates an ambiguous future with potential long-term harm. 
Such ambiguity can be a strong political resource because it continually 
invites new interpretations and evaluations of the problem at hand (Polletta 
et al., 2011, p. 122). Expert-run medicalization, therefore, does not resolve the 
larger crisis of legitimacy that experts and politicians face, which sparked calls 
for citizen participation and deliberative risk governance in the first place. 
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A solution to this ongoing controversy might then simply lie, perhaps, 
in the practice of deliberative governance to the fullest extent. This would 
mean moving beyond ‘showcase participation’ (Uitermark & Duyvendak, 
2008, p. 131) instead appealing to citizens more directly, attending to their 
concerns and articulations of what is at stake. My findings suggest that 
deliberative exercises in not contentious situations are useful in abating 
concern only when this is done in relation to citizens’ expectations about 
what these exercises are about and when it simultaneously provides an 
experience of control over the problem at hand. Such experience of control 
does not need to entail full control in decision making. Deliberation without 
power might indeed be ‘good enough’ for most citizens (Polletta, 2014). I 
argue for a pragmatic understanding of the different ways and situations in 
which citizens engage with risk and uncertainty as a means to escape the 
‘vicious circle of risk regulation’ (Trappenburg & Schiffelers, 2012). Citizens 
are not passive receivers of ‘risk-signals’ (Kasperson et al., 2003). Where the 
impact of citizens’ physical distance to a risky technology is important for 
risk perceptions and symptom reporting (Porsius et al., 2016; Baliatsas et 
al., 2011), I find that the cultural ‘distance’ that citizens create to a potentially 
risky technology, separate from of any physical distance, mediates their 
experience of the technology and its risk politics. 

To deal with this positioning, risk governance practice could engage more 
explicitly with citizens’ everyday life. We should continue to take the ‘real-life 
settings’ (Claassen, van Dongen, & Timmermans, 2015, p. 11) in which risk 
governance happens seriously. In particular, better conflicts might result from 
opening up risk governance to the doubts, fears and joys of all actors involved in 
a social problem instead of only to those in power. Trust, after all, is a ‘multiple 
and interwoven’ relation (Brown, Hashem, & Calnan, 2016, p. 20). This relation 
needs to be built up and maintained, and this is where emotions come in most 
strongly. Emotions are not mere heuristics that undercut lay-citizens’ rational 
political positions (Lupton, 2013) but are managed by sophisticated, creative 
and capable beings and can contribute to political refinement (Miller, 2011) or 
serve as political resources (Bail, 2012, p. 871). We need to continue to advance 
an appreciation of emotions as the normative-ethical ‘missing link’ in effective 
risk governance (Roeser, 2012; Fahlquist & Roeser, 2014). Concretely, this means 
that to engage with citizens’ everyday lives requires getting our hands dirty in 
order to ‘translate’ between risk governance practice and citizens’ experiences 
in grounded participatory exercises (Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2015, cf Neutra 
& Delpizzo, 2002). Citizens need institutional support to participate in decision 
making, or the most fragile part of the community might be excluded (De Wilde, 
Hurenkamp & Tonkens, 2014). Citizen participation in such exercises should 
be actively pursued and valued as worthwhile in its own right. In so doing, 
controversy and concern, and the doubts and fears of all actors involved in the 
construction of a social problem, could be explored and embraced instead of 
being avoided or ignored. 
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While finishing this thesis, I was reading Miguel de Cervantes’ classic Don 
Quixote. At times I was not sure whether or not to identify with the famous 
knight of La Mancha, when creating mystery where there is none, battling 
imaginary foes or when writing seemingly eloquent sentences, which, as it 
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my promotor, I would like to thank for his focus and genuine attention and for 
providing a broader perspective when I needed it the most. Fred Woudenberg 
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Without Rik Wester, the amount of data that is foundational to this thesis would 
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students in the Netherlands, in particular Pita Spruijt and Marijke Hermans, for 
sharing their insights. I also appreciate the comments on previous versions 
of Chapter 4 made by Rob Hagendijk, Jens Zinn and the participants of the 
Risk Workshop during the ISA TG04, ESA RN22 Mid-term Conference 2013 in 
Amsterdam, and Monica Greco, Bob Heyman and Annemarie Mol for their 
thoughts on earlier drafts of Chapter 6. David Takeo Hymans edited and fine-
tuned Chapter 6 and earlier versions of Chapter 7. Gail Zuckerwise edited the 
final texts of this thesis quickly, accurately and with a smile. Thank you very 
much for your help. 
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Appendix A1: Panel study interview topic list
     
      

INTRODUCTION
–  Hook: UCI, University of Amsterdam, helping me, refer to letter, less than 

30 minutes time, some questions, short survey [always ID and business-
card with me].

–  Introduction: 
• Sociological research into citizen-protest against cell phone towers/

antennas [depending on status siting process, mention specific 
procedure or not]

• We want to know how you experience cell towers, and your living 
environment/neighborhood/City.

• We want to learn from the US situation, to compare findings in the 
Netherlands with here in […]

• Independent research, paid for by Dutch government, ongoing since 
2010.

• We want to get to know a small group of citizens which we can talk to 
two more times before June next year. 

• There is no need to be very informed! We are simply interested in 
your opinion and feelings about the issue. 

• Data and contact-information only for me, never given to anybody 
else.

• Results will be written up with full anonymity, never to trace back to 
you. 

• Provide Study Information Sheet

• Ask for permission to audio-record. 

OBSERVATION FOCUS
–  First, bodily and verbal, reaction respondent to explanation research
–  Exact location house, interior, garden. Take some pictures if consented to. 

TOPICS [max 15 minutes, semi-structured]
–  Follow first reaction of respondent to introduction research.
–  Watch for known (Dutch) frames: health, risk, aesthetics, local politics, 

economy, happy technology.[NB: when asking for information, point 
to governmental websites; we are no health experts, never start about 
health risks yourself!]

 

Respondentnr:                          [WAVE NR:      ] 

Date:        

Location:      

Remarks:      
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1) Cell towers and mobile phone use 
–  What is the first thing you think about when I mention ‘cell phone towers’? 
–  Why? Can you say something more about that? [if history of protest is 

mentioned, follow!]
–  How do you feel about cell phone towers? What do they mean to you 

personally? Do you ever think about them?
–  Which advantages and disadvantages (pro’s/cons) do you see in the 

construction of cell towers? 
–  How do you experience your own use of cell phones? 
–  Would you object to the siting of a cell tower in your neighborhood? Why 

yes/no? 

2) Efficacy & Neighborhood
–  For how long have you been living here? 
–  What is it like for you to live here? / How important is this place for you?
–  How would you describe this community? 
–  What has been the most important change in the neighborhood since you 

are living here?
–  Could you describe your future plans? Do you want to stay here?

City
–  How do you feel about/what do you think about your local authority/City 

in general?
–  How do you feel about the relation between the City and its citizens? Do 

you believe the City listens well to its citizens?
–  Can citizens influence City-policy?
–  Do you ever attend community-meetings, organized by the [local 

government/City]? If yes, what was the latest meeting about? 
–  Do you ever file complaints, object to permits, etc? If yes, about what?
–  Other interactions/experiences with local authority?
–  Are you active in your local community? (What way? Church? 

Volunteering? Sports?)
–  Did you ever participate in local or bigger protests?
–  What kind of work do you do?

3.  Being informed (WAVE 2; start here, depending on status siting-process!):
–  Did you receive any information on a siting/construction of a cell tower in 

your neighborhood?
–  [If not, continue to more ‘general’ questions]

• How, where, when (local paper, government?)
• Can you remember what it said? What do you remember from the 

information? 
• Did you understand everything? Did you miss anything?
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–  Have you been looking for information on cell towers yourself? (how, 
where, when?)

–  Have you been talking to others about this topic? Neighbors, family?
–  What is your opinion about this specific siting? 
–  And the community? Are others worried? 
–  [If any protest ongoing; ask if respondent is aware, if and how contact 

is maintained, about relation local governments, citizens, industry, and 
perception on efficacy protest, if they’d which something would have 
gone differently].

–  More in general, do you trust your local government with these decisions? 
And the industry?

Handout survey [continue recording]
–  Introduce shortly, refer to the Netherlands, point to statements and the 

final possibility to provide contact-details to co-operate in wave 2.

Do you have any questions or remarks for me? Did I miss something? 

Future contact?
–  If yes: I will call on you in a month or so to make an appointment on a 

place and time which is most convenient to you.
–  Alternatively, we could do it by phone.
–  Check if all contact-information is provided.

Thank you so much, hope to meet you again soon. 
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Appendix A2: Survey: The Cell Tower & The 
Community
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      Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research 

	  

  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

The Cell Tower & The Community 
California Survey 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

 

 

 

 

 [To be filled in by researcher]	  
 

Location:      

Date:        

Number:     WAVE   

Project: PARC  
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Introduction 

 

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

 

We want to start by thanking you very much for helping us in our research. 

 

You are participating in sociological research being conducted at the University of California, Irvine and the University of 

Amsterdam in the Netherlands. Our project is about the introduction of cell towers and cell phone technology (GSM, UMTS, LTE) in 

California and the Netherlands. With the following questions, our aim is to investigate how people in your neighborhood are 

experiencing cell towers. This survey consists of 41 questions about your opinions on cell phone technology, politics and your 

personal situation 

 

Short Instruction 

 

- Altogether, the time it will take to fill in this survey will be about 15 minutes. 
 

- Please make sure to use a black or blue ink pen. 
 

- It is very important to answer all questions. 
 

- You can either place a circle around your answer or put a cross on the answer of your choice, and if necessary, you can 
correct your answer by coloring in the entire box and putting a cross (x) on  the correct answer. 
 

- Please circle or cross out only one option per question, unless indicated otherwise.  
 

- All data collected in this research are confidential, remain anonymous and will not be shared with third parties.   

 

 

We thank you kindly in advance,  

 

Bert de Graaff  

Contact information 
 
 
M.B. (Bert) de Graaff, MSc  
 
Center for the Study of Democracy 

University of California Irvine 

5245 SSPB 

Irvine, CA 92697 

Tel: 949-267-8418 

Mail: mdegraaf@uci.edu 
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1.  Cell Towers 

 

 

A cell tower consists of antennas that enable the use of cell phones and other wireless devices.  
  

Wherever we say ‘cell phone technology’ in this survey, we mean every possible application a cell phone has nowadays.  
That is to say: Both calling, texting and mobile internet, navigation, chat, VoIP, etcetera. 
 
Below you will see a number of statements on cell towers. Please read all these statements carefully before turning to the  
next page. 
 

 

 

 

The more cell towers, the better! 

Society cannot do without cell phone technology. 

Just as with asbestos and smoking, the health hazards of cell towers will be proven in the future. 

There are more important hazards for us to worry about than the possible health effects of cell towers. 

People who say they become ill from cell towers are actually suffering from other problems. 

I am especially worried that the value of my real estate will drop when a cell tower is installed nearby. 

The electromagnetic fields emitted by cell towers are harmful to nature. 

Cell towers ruin my view. 

I trust that the government regulates the installation of cell towers properly. 

I would like to receive more information about the installation of cell towers in my neighborhood. 

I would like to have more say about the installation of cell towers in my neighborhood. 

The media exaggerates the health hazards of cell towers. 

The telecommunications industry does not care about the health of local citizens.  

I trust that scientists are doing good research on cell phone technology. 
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Please fill in to which extent you disagree (1) or agree (7) with the following statements. 

Please circle the numbered box of your choice. 

 

1. The more cell towers, the better! 
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

2. Society cannot do without cell phone technology.  
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

3.  Just as with asbestos and smoking, the health hazards of cell towers will be proven in the future. 
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

4. There are more important hazards for us to worry about than the possible health effects of cell towers. 
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

5. People who say they become ill from cell towers, are actually suffering from other problems.   
  
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

6. I am especially worried that the value of my real estate will drop when a cell tower is installed nearby. 
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

7. The electromagnetic fields emitted by cell towers are harmful to nature. 
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

8. Cell towers ruin my view. 
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know/NA 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 
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9. I trust that the government regulates the installation of cell towers properly.  
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

10. I would like to receive more information about the installation of cell towers in my neighborhood.  
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

11. I would like to have more say about the installation of cell towers in my neighborhood.  
  
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

12. The media exaggerates the health hazards of cell towers. 
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

13. The telecommunications industry does not care about the health of local citizens. 
 
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 

 
 

14. I trust that scientists are doing good research on cell phone technology.  
 
 

Strongly disagree  Strongly agree  I don’t know 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7  8 
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2. The installation of cell towers 

 

The next questions are about siting cell towers in neighborhoods.  

Siting is the process in which a proper location for a cell tower is found, and also means the construction of the tower itself. Here, 
we are mainly looking for information about the placement of cell towers and about residents’ participation in the relevant decision 
making process.  

 

15. Has there ever been a siting of a cell tower in the neighborhood you were living in at the time?  
Multiple answers are possible. 
 

Yes, this has happened before 

Yes, this is the case now 

No, never 

I don’t know 

 
16. Have you recently received information about a proposed siting of a cell tower in your neighborhood? 

 

Yes, this happened in the last month 

Yes, this happened more than a month ago 

No à continue to question 18 

I don’t know à continue to question 18 

 

17. From whom did you receive this information? 

 

Local government (e.g. City/Municipality) 

Local media (e.g. local paper, community website) 

Neighbors and/or other people in the neighborhood  

Homeowners association or building management 

Telecom company (e.g. AT&T, Vodafone, T-Mobile) 

I don’t know/remember 

Other, namely:  

 

 

18. Have you ever been to a community meeting about the siting of a cell tower in the neighborhood? 

 

Yes 

No 

 

19.  Have you ever looked up any information about cell towers? 

Yes, and my most important source of information was:    

No  

I don’t know  
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20. Would you object if a cell tower was placed in your neighborhood?   
  

Definitely  not  

Probably not  

Maybe/maybe not 

Probably 

Definitely 

 

21.  How  worried  are  you  about  the  health  effects  of  cell  towers?  
 
Please circle the numbered box of your choice.  

 
 
3. Your personal situation  

 

Finally, we have some questions about you.  

 

22. What year were you born in? 

   
 (e.g. 1965) 

 

23. Are you a man or woman? 
 

Man 

Woman 

 

24. What is your marital status?  

 

Married 

        Cohabiting 

Single, never married 

Divorced, living separately  

Widow/widower 

Other, namely:  

 

25. Do you have children? 

 

Yes, at least one of them lives with me for at least 14 days a month 

Yes, at least one of them lives with me for less than 14 days a month  

Yes, but they don’t live with me (anymore)  

No 

 

 

Not worried at all  Very worried  

1 2 3 4 5 
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26. What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? 

 

 No schooling completed, or less than 1 year 

 Nursery, kindergarten, and elementary (grades 1-8) 

 High school (grades 9-12, no degree) 

 High school graduate (or equivalent) 

 Some college, no degree 

 Associate’s degree (including occupational or academic degrees) 

 Bachelor’s degree (BA, BS, AB, etc) 

 Master’s degree (MA, MS, MENG, MSW, etc), Professional degree (MD, DDC, JD, etc) or Doctorate (PhD,   EdD, etc.)  

 Other, namely:  

 

27. What is the net income of your household per month? 

 

What we mean here is your own net income and the income of your partner combined per month. Your net income is the amount 

that you receive  after tax.  Any income of your under-aged children or child support should not be taken into account.  

   

Less	  than $1250,-  

$1250,- to $1700,-  

$1700,- to $2500,-  

$2500,- to €3400,-  

$3400,- to $5000,-  

$5000,- and more.  

I’d rather not say.  

 

28. Which of the following best describes your situation?  
 

I am self-employed  

I am an employee 

I work for the government 

I am disabled and do not work  

I am unemployed/looking for a job/on welfare  

I am a student 

I am retired  

I am a home-maker 

I don’t know, or don’t want to say 

   

29. How many years have you been living in the neighborhood you are living in now?  

 

(number of years) (If you have lived here for less than a year, please answer with a 1). 
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30.  Do you rent or own the home you live in?  

 

Self-owned home 

Rent 

 

31. What is your zipcode? 

  

                      (e.g.: 91206)  

 

32. How would you rate your overall health?  

 

Excellent Very good Good Mediocre Bad 

     

  

33. How interested in politics are you? 
 

Very interested 
 As interested as 

most people 

Moderately 

interested 
Hardly interested Not interested 

 No 

opinion 

       

 

34. Have you done one or more of the activities below in the last 12 months? 

Please circle the appropriate answers.  

 

Tried to contact with my municipal government by way of  letter, e-mail or phone Yes No I don’t know 

Tried to contact  a local political party Yes No I don’t know 

Filed a complaint or objection to my municipal government (e.g. Planning Commission) Yes No I don’t know 

Signed a petition on a neighborhood issue Yes No I don’t know 

Actively participated in a neighborhood or resident organization Yes No I don’t know 

Went to a public hearing on a neighborhood issue  Yes No I don’t know 

Participated in a protest action, a protest march or a demonstration  Yes No I don’t know 

 

 

35. Are you a member of a political party?  

Yes 

No 

 

36. Have you ever participated in activities that were of importance to the community you are living in now? By this we 

mean activities such as voluntary service in the neighborhood, signing a petition, joining a protest, etc. 

 
Yes, and my most important activity was:  

No à  please continue to question 39 

I	  don’t	  know	  à   please	  continue	  to	  question  39	  
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37. To what extent do you feel your efforts were taken seriously by your local government?  

Very seriously Seriously Moderately seriously  Not very seriously  Not seriously at all  

      

 

38. According to you, to what extent were these efforts successful?  

Completely Partially Moderately A little  Not at all  

      

 
 

39. Have there been any events in your neighborhood lately that have caused you and/or other people in the 
neighborhood to want to take action?  

 

Yes à  Can you describe briefly in the box below what the most important event was for you and when it took place?  

No 

I don’t know/remember.  

 

 

 

 

 

	   	  

	   	   	   	   	  

	   	   	  

	  

	  
	  

The most important event was: ………………… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This took place on: ………………. 
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Finally, we would like to ask you two more questions: 

 

40. Do you have any questions or comments about this survey? 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
41. We would very much like to contact you again in the near future to have another conversation and 

complete  another survey. This is very important to our research. Would you agree to this? 

 
Yes 

No 

 

Would you be so kind as to fill in your contact information below?  

This information will be treated confidentially and will never be distributed to third parties.  

 
  

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

Many thanks for completing this survey!

 

Name:…………………………………………………………….………………………… 

 

Address and zip code: …………………………………………………………….………… 

 

City:…………………………………………………………….………………………… 

 

Email address:……………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

Telephone number:…………………………………………………………………………. 
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Appendix A3: Survey annotation

Here I provide a brief annotation of the questions in the survey, in order 
to show which variable each question is aimed at. The questions were 
constructed in cooperation with the research team, some questions were 
adapted from existing surveys. If so, sources are noted below. 

Statements:
Q1:  evaluation cell site technology
Q2:  evaluation cell phone technology
Q3:  cell site health risk
Q4:  cell site health risk contextualization
Q5:  cell site health hazard
Q6:  cell site property value effect (self-interest)
Q7:  environmental damage of cell site
Q8:  aesthetics of cell site
Q9:  democracy: governmental trust cell site regulation
Q10: democracy: information 
Q11: democracy: control
Q12: media influence on health issue
Q13: industry: trust
Q14: science: trust

Cell tower installation:
Q15: experience with procedure, existing
Q16: experience with issue-specific communication, timed, passive (adapted 

from Beenakker et al., 2005, Q1)
Q17: issue-specific communication, source, passive (adapted from Beenakker 

et al., 2005, Q3)
Q18: issue-specific local political interaction, active, formal
Q19: issue-specific communication, active, informal (adapted from  

Beenakker et al., 2005, Q9&Q10)
Q20: willingness to object, efficacy (our own construction, but see Barnett et 

al., 2008)
Q21: health risk perception (adapted from: Poll, Breugelmans, & Devilee,  

2011, p. 82 (Q130), see also Barnett et al., 2007, p. 244; Barnett et al.,  
2008, p. 531-532)

Personal information and politics:
Q22: age: year of birth
Q23: sex (relation gender, risk perception)
Q24: household: marital status 
Q25: household: children (relation children and risk perception)
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Q26: education: completed degree (CA version adapted from U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2013, Q11)

Q27: household: income (adapted from Houwelingen, Boele, & Dekker, 
2014, Q9, based on ‘basic needs criterion for single person’, median 
net income 2012 taken as center (1829), CA version to aid comparison 
converted to dollars). 

Q28: work situation (adapted from U.S. Census Bureau, 2013, Q41, and 
Houwelingen, Boele, & Dekker, 2014, Q8)

Q29: place-attachment: duration (quantitative)
Q30: place-attachment: home-ownership (transcience)
Q31: geographical location: zipcode
Q32: health: experience of own health (adapted from Porsius et al., 2014, p. 

7 (QB1))
Q33: politics: generalized interest (adapted from Houwelingen, Boele, & 

Dekker, 2014, Q43)
Q34: politics: active citizenship, general (adapted, selection, from Houwelingen, 

Boele, & Dekker, 2014, Q46)
Q35: politics: political party membership
Q36: politics: active citizenship, local (adapted from Houwelingen, Boele, & 

Dekker, 2014, Q32)
Q37: politics: active citizenship, efficacy local government (adapted from 

Houwelingen, Boele, & Dekker, 2014, Q47)
Q38: politics: active citizenship, efficacy own evaluation (Houwelingen, Boele, 

& Dekker, 2014, Q56-1,2,3) 
Q39: politics: local citizen mobilization 
Q40: evaluation of survey
Q41: consent for future contact, contact details. 
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Appendix B:  
Coding schemes  

B1:  Cross-sectional coding scheme
B2:  Longitudinal coding scheme
B3:  Definitions of codes
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Appendix B1: Cross-sectional coding scheme (focused)
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Appendix B2:  Longitudinal coding scheme
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Appendix B3: Definitions of codes 

Persoonlijke informatie (personal information)

–  huur vs koophuis (rent vs owner-occupied home): 

Code when respondent talks about whether or not their home is rented or owned, or 

when this differences is made relevant.

–  kinderen benoemen (call on children):

Code when, in or outside cell site deployment context, children are made relevant by 

respondent. Also, when talking about ‘generations’ and use of technology, generally 

done by older generations.

–  onderwijs (education):

Code when the respondent talks about education in narrow sense; going to school, 

study by respondent or children. 

–  religie benoemen (call on religion): 

Use this code broadly when respondent talks about religion. Separate from ‘alternative’ 

health practices. 

–  gezondheid eigen benadrukken (personal health emphasis):

Code when respondent talks about his/her own health, not only in context of EMF and 

health. 

–  werk/werkeloosheid (employment):

Code when employment, or lack of it, is talked about. Important themes in everyday life, 

especially during Great Recession in which these interviews are done. 

Methode (method)

–  method (method):

Administrative code, query-tool.

–  informatie over PARC door Interviewer (information about our research by interviewer):

Code when interviewer explains research, especially the introduction. 

–  informatie over mast/EMF door Interviewer (information about cell site, EMF by 

interviewer):

Code when interviewer mentions cell site deployment, EMF and health. Important to 

see interaction-effects of research. 

–  open/associatie vraag stellen (open/association question):

Administrative code. Use when interviewer asks association question (see Topic List).  

–  ENQ opmerkingen (survey remarks): 

Administrative code. Use when respondent works on filling in survey. 

–  afronding interview (closing of interview):

Administrative code. Use on quotation directly after filling in of survey, capture final 

open question. 

–  persoonlijke informatie geven (giving personal information):

Administrative code. Use when respondent gives personal information (see separate 

code-family). 
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–  emotie benoemen (call on emotion):

Code when respondent explicitly uses ‘emotion-words’. See observation log. 

–  longitudinale mechanismen (longitudinal mechanisms):

Use when respondent refers to earlier interview/earlier situations relevant to cell site 

deployment (this code has been extended into elaborate memo, start of longitudinal 

coding scheme). 

–  trigger:

Use when effect of interview/survey questions on framing and feeling of respondent is 

very clear. 

–  goede respondent zijn (being a good respondent):

Code when a respondent tries to be a ‘good respondent’, explicitly or implicitly, adhering 

to ‘rules of interview-situation’. See observation log. 

Wonen (living/neighborhood)

–  woonomgeving (beleving van: voorzieningen/infrastructuur) (living environment, 

experience of: facilities/infrastructure):

Code when respondent speaks about specific facilities and infrastructure in his/her 

neighborhood. Keep it generic, use memo’s for specifics per situation when they return 

more than once. 

–  (…) overlast (experience of nuisance):

Code when respondent speaks about nuisances in his/her neighborhood. Keep it 

generic, use memo’s for specifics per situation when they return more often (e.g. noisy 

rail track in Duiven, local youth in Amersfoort).

–  (…) burencontact (contact with neighbors): 

Coden when respondent talks about his/her contact with the neighbors, both positively 

and negatively. 

–  (…) sociale cohesie (social cohesion): 

Code when respondent talks about social cohesion, sense of togetherness, in street/

village or city. 

–  (…) sociale controle (social control):

Code when respondent talks about social control in living environment, sense of being 

watched over, both positively and negatively.

–  (…) insider/outsider: 

Code when implicit or explicit, insider/outsider statement are made, helps to judge the 

situation: how do respondents delineate their community? See memo. 

–  (…) ‘natuur’ van buurt/dorp (‘nature’ of neighborhood/village): 

Code respondent notes the ‘nature’ of their living environment, reifying it. 

–  lokale historie benoemen (call on local history):

Code when respondent calls on the local history of their living environment. What 

historical narratives do they draw on? Focus, especially, on histories of cell site 

deployment, and protest. 

–  woonomgeving (beleving van: toekomst) (living environment, experience of: future):

Code when respondents talk about (direct) future of living environment, in particular 

about their own, personal, plans for the future with regard to this topic. 
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Learning

–  information: how?, who?:

Code when respondent mentions how (s)he received/found (passively) information on 

cell site deployment in the neighborhood. 

–  information: when?:

Code when respondent tells about when they have received information about cell site 

deployment in the neighborhood. 

–  information: what?:

Code when respondents tell which, what kind of, information they have received. 

–  media (as part of search/information):

Code when the role of (local) media as source of information about cell site deployment 

is made explicit by respondent. Later addition: also when media as judged as actor in 

(local) debate. 

–  searching: how? who?:

Code when respondent mentions how, through who, they have searched for information 

about cell site deployment in the neighborhood.

–  searching: when?:

Code when respondent acknowledge when they have searched for information, or 

when they plan to do so. (E.g. if I learn more through the municipality, than..)

–  searching: what?: 

Code when respondent makes explicit what (kind of) information they have been 

searching for. 

–  not knowing:

Code when the respondent mentions to really not know something. In contrast to 

doubt where there is an energy in the balance between knowing/not-knowing, here this 

energy shifts clearly to not-knowing. 

Frame: self-interest (property value)

–  self-interest:

Code when cell site deployment is defined as being against or, in favor of, respondent’s 

self-interest. Mostly connected to property (de)valuation. However, self-interest also 

part of happy technology. Difference lies in ‘external’ benefits, or consequences, of cell 

site deployment.

–  property value:

Code when cell site deployment is defined on its effect on the (economic) value of 

property (houses, land). 

–  geld verdienen (earning money):

Code when respondent mentions to be able to earn money through cell site deployment. 

Separated out because references to property value generally negative (fear for 

devaluation). 
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Frame: public issue (democratic control)

–  democratic issue: 

Code when decision making is defined by respondent as a (local) democratic concern, 

as something ‘we the people’ should (be able) to decide on. Often, tension between 

use-value (use of technology) and risk (health) called upon. 

–  objecting:

Code when respondent mentions to (want to) object to cell site, officially complain 

about it, visit a community meeting, etc.; expressing (political) opportunities to do so. 

–  privacy (increased external control):

Use when respondent mentions the increased external control, and possible 

breaches in privacy, through the monitoring/tracking of cell phone through cell sites. 

Snowden/NSA. Not only negative; citizens can attribute to growing sense of safety. 

–  juridisering (legal issue):

Use when respondent mentions (going to) court in relation to specific cell site 

deployment. This is part of democratic control, different form of debate/accountability, 

about citizens’ living environment. 

Frame: design

–  design (aesthetics):

Code when cell site deployment is defined as design issue. Mainly observable as 

strategy during mobilization, encapsulates aesthetics, but also technical and location/

site-specific aspects. 

–  location (general):

Code when the respondent makes general claims about the location of cell sites, not 

specific to his/her neighborhood, such as distance and height.

–  location (specific):

Code when respondents talk about the specific, planned, location of a cell site in their 

neighborhood. 

–  noise:

Code when the respondent talks about the (potential) noise (sound as nuisance) 

caused by the cell site in the neighborhood, because of actual construction or during 

normal operation.

Frame: happy technology

–  ‘er zijn genoeg masten’ (‘there are enough cell sites’):

Code when respondent mentions that there are enough cell sites now, there is no 

need for more because the cell phone works good (defining it on functionality). 

In-vivo, focus on the feeling here, in contrast to a purely ‘happy’ embrace of the 

technology’s functionality.

–  coverage, capacity, quality:

Code when respondent defines cell site deployment on its functionality, i.e. on one of 

the three main aspects of the network: coverage, capacity, quality of it. 
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–  happy technology:

Code when respondent explicitly mentions to be happy, pleased, etc. with a cell site 

being deployed in the neighborhood. 

–  use of technology:

Code when a respondent tells about his/her own use of wireless technology. Later 

addition: also use when the respondent talks about other’s use of wireless technology, 

often with a negative connotation. 

Frame: health issue (health)

–  gezondheid benoemen (calling on health effects):

Code when, in general, respondent defines cell site deployment on its potential health 

effect. Use as general, overview, code. 

–  no hazard/no concern:

Code when respondents express to know (for sure) that there are health is not affected 

by cell site deployment, that they are not worried about it at all. 

–  doubting:

Code when respondent expresses tensions, suspension, in acknowledging cell site 

deployment (and EMF, ‘radiation’) as health hazard or risk. See ‘not knowing’. This is 

about his/her own doubt, not of others. 

–  externalization:

Code when respondent ‘externalizes’ the health debate. ‘People’, ‘others’ are burdened 

by cell site deployment. I.e., when they refer to ‘health effects’ of ‘health issue’ in 

general, and talk about other people passively, instead of actively about their own 

situation. See ‘internalization’.

–  risk:

Code when respondent expresses the possibility of health effects, even though not 

using the word ‘risk’ explicitly. See ‘hazard’.

–  internalization:

Code when the respondent refers to the health issue as one’s own affair, i.e. when it is 

made relevant to the personal situation. 

–  hazard:

Code when respondent expresses certainty about the health effects of cell site deployment. 

–  taboo/stigma:

Hard to directly observe, but code when the respondent shows to be uncomfortable 

with the health issue, or with people ‘digging deeper’ into it, because of (perceived) 

social pressure not to do so (taboo). E.g. when people who worry about the health effect 

are, in any way, stigmatized or feel to be stigmatized. 

–  science:

Code when respondents refer directly to science, scientists, evidence, proof, or research 

in context of health effects. 

–  nature:

Code when respondents define cell site deployment as harmful to flora and fauna. 

Perhaps different framing altogether, but not salient enough. Often together with more 

‘alternative’ point of view on health, body and environment. 
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–  alternative point of view:

Code when respondents define cell site deployment’s (potential) health effects using 

a perspective originating from outside of dominant, positivistic, (bio)medical regime. 

Control

–  trust/distrust:

Code when respondent explicitly mentions trust, or distrust, in actors involved with cell 

site deployment. 

–  feeling (not) in control:

Code when respondent expresses to (not) feel in (political) control of cell site 

deployment. I.e. individual political efficacy.

–  feeling (not) in control – relation to (earlier) political activities:

Code when earlier political experiences of respondent are said to be contributing to 

feelings of control (i.e. efficacy through active citizenship).

–  mobilization on cell site:

Code when respondent talks about their own, or neighbor’s, protest against cell site 

in neighborhood. Focus on: motivation/own role, results, course of protest, protest 

outside of current situation. Emotion work to overcome taboo/stigma: shift from health 

to design, ongoing emotional ‘labor’. See also: ‘objecting’. 

–  mobilization (other than cell site):

Code when respondent talks about protest, or complaints, against anything else than 

cell site deployment in the neighborhood. Active citizenship. 

–  gemeente (mening, participatie) (municipality (opinion, participation)):

General code. Use when respondent values their local authority (municipality/city), 

particularly in context of citizen participation. 

–  politiek (rol van) (politics, role of):

General code. Use when respondent values their supra-local authority (state, federal 

government), particularly in context of citizen participation and cell site deployment.

–  industrie (rol van benoemen) (industry, role of):

General code. Use when respondent values telecom industry actors, particularly in 

context of citizen participation and cell site deployment. 

–  avoiding politics – own responsibility:

Code when respondent expresses the importance to take control of own situation, 

that exposure to EMF, or cell siting, or protesting against a cell site, is one’s ‘own 

responsibility’ (neo-lib.). 

–  (…) – nimby paradox:

Code when respondent explicitly points to the tension between benefit and burden, 

individual versus common good (nimby). 

–  (…) – too far/not visible:

Code when respondent expresses cell site deployment, as problem, to be ‘too far’ in 

physical space (time, see ‘transience’). Perhaps, metaphorical also: ‘too far from my 

bed show’. 
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–  (…) – ‘excuse me for my ignorance’:

Code when respondent, apologetically and reflexively, refers to his/her own lack 

of knowledge on cell site deployment. See ‘not knowing’, but important here is the 

apologetic aspect of this reference. 

–  (…) – transience: 

Code when respondent expresses that a cell site is an insignificant change in the 

neighborhood because of transient ‘nature’ of his/her own situation or community. 

Migrant, property-owner versus renter, insider/outsider, time (age, being too old). 

–  (…) – ‘out of my hands’:

Code when respondent defines cell site deployment as ‘inevitable’. E.g. inevitable 

part of ‘modernity’. Not necessarily a negative experience. Part of ‘feeling (not) in 

control’.

–  (…) – not important:

Code when you can interpret respondent defines cell site deployment, as problem, 

as not very important relative to other things in everyday life. Different than 

‘doubting’, overlap with ‘no hazard/risk no concern’. 

–   zendmasten + asbest verbinden (linking cell sites and asbestos):

Code when respondents connect cell site deployment with asbestos and (historical) 

public debate about that. 

–  zendmasten + hoogspanning verbinden (linking cell sites and high voltage 

powerlines):

Code when respondent connect cell site deployment with high voltage powerlines 

and public debate on that, especially with regards to childhood leukemia.

–  zendmasten + windmolens verbinden (linking cell sites and windmills):

Code when respondent connects cell site deployment with the construction of 

electricity generating windmills, also connected to protest and noise. 

–  zendmasten + overige Modern Health Worries verbinden (linking cell sites and 

other Modern Health Worries):

Code when respondent connects cell site deployment to other so-called Modern 

Health Worries not captured in other codes: climate change, tobacco. 

–  zendmasten + telefoons verbinden (linking cell sites with cell phones):

Code when respondent makes the explicit connection between cell sites and (the 

use of) cell phones. See ‘happy technology’. 

–  zendmasten + andere EMV apparaten verbinden (linking cell sites with other EMF 

apparatus):

Code when respondent makes the connection between cell sites and other EMF 

apparatus, other than hv-powerlines. Such as: wireless local networks, magnetic 

resonance imaging, nuclear power plants, etc.

Longitudinal coding scheme: definitions

–  Baseline – Place attachment? – STRONG

Code when the respondent shows a strong emotional and practical attachment to the 

living environment. 
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–  Baseline – Place attachment? – LIGHT (TRANSIENCE)

Code when the respondent shows a fleeting emotional and practical attachment to the 

living environment. Also code here when a respondent otherwise shows to be transient 

with regard to his/her living environment. 

–  Baseline – Existing political experience? – YES

Code when respondent talks about existing relevant political experience. Relevant is, 

for example, local politics or participation in earlier protests. 

–  Baseline – Existing political experience? – SOME

Code when respondent talks about some relevant political experience. Relevant is, for 

example, local politics or participation in earlier protests. 

–  Baseline – Existing political experience? – NO

Code when respondent does not talk about relevant political experience. Relevant is, for 

example, local politics or participation in earlier protests. 

–  Baseline - EMF knowledge? – YES

Code when respondent shows existing knowledge about EMF or wireless 

telecommunication, in a broad sense. 

–  Baseline - EMF knowledge? – SOME

Code when respondent shows some knowledge about EMF or wireless 

telecommunication, in a broad sense. 

–  Baseline – EMF knowledge? – NO

Code when respondent shows no knowledge about EMF or wireless telecommunication, 

in a broad sense. 

–  Feelings change – Change? – YES

Code when in the course of the waves the expressions of the respondent show different 

emotions than in wave 1. 

–  Feelings change – Change? NO (STABILITY)

Code when in the course of the waves the expressions of the respondent show no 

different emotions than in wave 1. 

–  Feelings change – Concerned?

Code when the respondent expresses, or when you can interpret it as such, that he or 

she has become more concerned about the (health) risks of cell sites. Compare here, 

directly, to the quantitative data (risk perception measure). 

–  Feelings change – Appeased?

Code when the respondent expresses, or when you can interpret it as such, that he or 

she has become less concerned about the (health) risks of cell sites. Compare here, 

directly, to the quantitative data (risk perception measure). 

–  Feelings change – Concern stable

Code when the respondent expresses, or when you can interpret it as such, that he 

or she has become not more or less concerned about the (health) risks of cell sites. 

Compare here, directly, to the quantitative data (risk perception measure). 

–  Feelings change – Trust – LESS

Code when the respondent expresses, or when you can interpret it as such, that he or 

she has less trust in the regulation of cell site deployment and the possible health 

risk. 
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–  Feelings change – Trust – MORE

Code when the respondent expresses, or when you can interpret it as such, that he or 

she has more trust in the regulation of cell site deployment and the possible health risk. 

–  Feelings change – Trust – STABLE

Code when the respondent expresses, or when you can interpret it as such, that he or 

she has no more or less trust in the regulation of cell site deployment and the possible 

health risk. 

–  Feelings change – Other emotions?

Code when you find remarkable shifts in other emotions which the respondent 

expresses over time. For example: anger, disgust, pleasure.

–  Framings change – Categorical – YES

Code when across the waves new framings on cell site deployment emerge which 

were not yet observed in respondent’s answers in wave 1.

–  Framings change – Categorical - NO

Code when across the waves no new framings on cell site deployment emerge which 

were not yet observed in respondent’s answers in wave 1.

–  Framings change – Gradual – CONVERGENCE /FOCUS

Code when across the waves the framings of cell site deployment in respondent’s 

answers concentrate on one or two framings in comparison to the framings observed 

in wave 1. I.e. when the respondent shows a focus. 

–  Framings change – Gradual – DIVERGENCE/MULTIFACET

Code when across the waves the framings of cell site deployment in respondent’s 

answers spread out across multiple framings in comparison to the framings observed 

in wave 1. I.e. when the framings appear to scatter, become ‘multi-faceted’ instead of 

more focused. 

–  Political culture – Efficacy – MORE

Code when the respondent experiences more control on cell site deployment. 

Compare to quantitative data (objecting measure).

–  Political culture – Efficacy – LESS

Code when the respondent experiences less control on cell site deployment. Compare 

to quantitative data (objecting measure).

–  Political culture – Efficacy – STABLE

Code when the respondent experiences not more or less control on cell site 

deployment. Compare to quantitative data (objecting measure).

–  Activities – Change? – YES

Code when the respondent mentions political activities, of his/her own, which did not 

occur before or during wave 1. I.e. did (political) activities emerge or change?

–  Activities – Change? – NO

Code when the respondent does not mention political activities, of his/her own, which 

did not occur before or during wave 1. I.e. did (political) activities emerge or change?

–  Activities – Mobilization – YES

Code when activities of the respondent to the (local) government, community or 

industry emerge with the intent to stop or change the local cell site deployment. I.e. 

code when the respondent becomes politically active. 
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–  Activities – Mobilization – NO

Code when no activities of the respondent to the (local) government, community or 

industry emerge with the intent to stop or change the local cell site deployment. I.e. 

code when the respondent does not become politically active. 

–  Activities – Explicit learning – YES

Code when the respondent explicitly mentions to have learned as a consequence of 

the procedure or our research. E.g. when the respondent mentions to have searched 

for information or when this information has made an impact. 

–  Activities – Explicit learning – NO

Code when the respondent does not explicitly mentions to have learned as a 

consequence of the procedure or our research. E.g. when the respondent mentions 

not to have searched for information or did not receive any information.  

–  Influence procedure – YES

Code when, overall, you observe an influence on respondent’s feelings, framings and 

activities, before and during our observations, of the decision making process. 

–  Influence procedure – NO

Code when, overall, you observe no influence on respondent’s feelings, framings 

and activities, before and during our observations, of the decision making process. 

–  Influence research – YES

Code when, overall, you observe an influence on respondent’s feelings, framings and 

activities, before and during our observations, of the research itself. 

–  Influence research – YES – Activities

Code when the influence of the research leads to (political) activities. 

–  Influence research – YES – Issue Salience

Code when the influence of the research is limited to ‘issue salience’, i.e. with the 

relative importance a respondent attaches to cell site deployment as problem. 

–  Influence research – NO

Code when, overall, you observe no influence on respondent’s feelings, framings and 

activities, before and during our observations, of the research itself. 
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Research question and design

The exponential growth of wireless technologies in the past two decades 
has a marked material footprint in cell sites that hold the antennas that 
comprise the cellular network on which handheld wireless devices 
depend. The development of this network, i.e. the deployment of cell sites, 
is embraced and embattled at the same time. It is being pushed for in 
policy and through consumer demand, while the possible health effects of 
the radio-frequent electromagnetic fields (EMF) the antennas emit are the 
focus of protest by citizens who are being confronted with these antennas 
in their living environment. The occurrence and intensity of these protests 
differ. Where do citizens’ concerns about health effects come from? How do 
these local protests emerge, and why are some cell sites heatedly debated, 
while others are constructed without any complaint? This research aims 
to answer these questions by focusing on the relation between the risk 
politics and citizens’ experiences of this technological development. 

The regulation of technological development and their environmental 
health risks has moved from a top-down government perspective to one of 
‘governance’ in response to declines in trust and the legitimacy of science 
and government to deal with these issues. Central to this move is a partic-
ipatory turn, which argues for citizen participation in decision making on 
science and technology. This turn is being criticized as being merely rhetor-
ical when citizens are not allowed to define what to talk about and how to 
talk about it, and, at the same time, as disregarding professional, expert 
knowledge thought to be necessary for properly valuing what is at stake in 
decision making on science and technology. The debate on the proper shape 
and practice of the governance of science and technology is somewhat 
obscured because the effects of these practices are unclear. For example, 
it has been found that risk communication practices that intended to sooth 
citizens’ worries instead raise their concerns. What is lacking, especially, is 
an understanding of the effects of risk governance practices in everyday life, 
an understanding to which this research aims to contribute. 

Cell site deployment offers a case to examine the emergence of citizens’ 
concerns about technological development in relation to the governance of 
scientific uncertainties and health risks. The core question that guides this 
research is:

How do citizens experience cell site deployment, and to what extent 
and in which ways can this be explained by its risk governance?

The theoretical aim of this question is twofold. First, it aims to contribute to 
social movement research. It achieves this by exploring the mechanisms 
through which policy discourse ‘resonates’ in citizens’ experiences in both 
contentious and not contentious situations. Second, it aims to contribute 
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to the sociology of risk and uncertainty. This is accomplished by exploring 
the effects of risk governance through a contextualized understanding of 
risk and uncertainty in the context of everyday life. These two ambitions 
are combined in a ‘feedback model of risk politics’. This research focuses 
on the dynamics and dialectics involved in the construction of social prob-
lems in concrete political interactions. It argues that, through these inter-
actions, citizens’ experiences of a social problem can indeed be disciplined 
by a policy discourse. However, citizens’ experiences of a social problem 
are not blank slates, and through civic engagement they can contribute to 
the construction of a social problem that, in turn, affects policy discourse. 
The model emphasizes discursive processes of framing and feeling, the 
intertwined dynamics of political interactions and everyday life, and in 
particular the emergence of citizens’ experiences and the contributions 
citizens might make to the development of policy discourse.

To grasp these intertwined dynamics, this research is designed primarily 
as a multi-level and longitudinal mixed-method study of cell site deployment 
in the Netherlands and Southern California. It follows closely the practices 
of governmental officials, industry professionals and active citizens on the 
national and local levels, through interviews with informants, observations 
of political interactions and document analysis. Citizens’ experiences are 
tracked over time through mixed-method panel studies in situations where 
a decision-making process on a cell site is ongoing. These panel studies 
combine survey, interview and observational data. This design avoids a 
focus on citizens’ concerns and protest, in line with recent methodological 
critiques on social movement research. In particular, it contributes to the 
scarce research over time on the development of citizens’ experiences of 
risk and uncertainty.

A depoliticizing discourse

In the governing of cell site deployment in the Netherlands and California, 
cell site deployment is made into a particular kind of social problem that 
delineates citizens’ rights and duties in order to address it. The practices 
of industry and policy focus on the rollout of the network, precaution to 
the EMF health effects, the design of the cell sites and, exclusive to the 
Netherlands, care for people who claim to suffer from EMF exposure. These 
practices imply different kinds of citizenship, respectively, a consumer-
citizen, a passive and generalized citizen, an active citizen and a victim-as-
citizen. Together, these practices bring the policy discourse to light, which 
centers on a technological imperative and a process of medicalization. Cell 
site deployment was medicalized through policy practices years before 
citizens started to protest cell site deployment on its potential health 
effects. Today, these practices consciously and reflexively depoliticize cell 
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site deployment. Citizen protest and involvement in decision making on 
cell site deployment is more often seen as a problem than a solution, and 
societal unrest is, preventatively, managed. These depoliticizing practices, 
although successfully contributing to the construction of the network, have 
unintended effects, chief amongst which is the sustained controversy on 
the possible health effects of RF EMF. 

Resonance and feedback in contentious interactions

These unintended effects are a first indication of the feedback of citizens 
to the construction of a social problem. Depoliticizing practices that intend 
to move specific decision-making processes outside of the political realm 
can, instead, lead to a politicization of such decision making. The resonance 
of the policy discourse is clear in contentious interactions. Active citizens 
strategically learn how to argue against cell sites by sensing and seizing 
the (discursive) opportunities available to them. These efforts are structured 
according to what is legitimate given the policy discourse. The most active 
citizens on the national level in the Netherlands are those claiming to suffer 
from exposure to EMF: electro(hyper)sensitivity (ES) sufferers. How ES 
sufferers deal with their condition is successfully shaped by the discourse 
of EMF and health policy on this contested ‘condition’. ES sufferers are 
part of different stakeholder groups, and care for ES sufferers has been 
put on the agenda, without an acknowledgement of the supposed cause of 
their condition. This partial victory shows the strengths and limitations of 
(active) bio-citizenship. ES sufferers only create an incremental change in 
the definition of what is at stake and how one can, legitimately, feel about it. 
We find that policy discourse resonates somewhat differently in particular 
situations in which cell site deployment occurs. By following sixteen 
cases of local protest against cell sites in the Netherlands, it becomes 
clear that specific, situational, problem definitions can affect the courses 
and outcomes of these protests. Local authorities and active citizens are 
able to provide feedback to the discourse through which the discourse 
itself can shift. Changes in legitimate ways of framing and feeling can be 
radical when municipalities align with citizens’ concerns and challenge 
the national level policy discourse. The more intense, inclusive and 
authoritative municipalities’ engagements with protesting citizens are, the 
larger this effect appears to be. This can lead, in extreme cases, to the 
removal of cell sites and durable changes in national policy.
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Citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment

To grasp the more mundane practice of cell site deployment and its effect 
on citizens’ everyday lives, the population level is, in the Netherlands, 
explored first, between October 2012 and December 2014. This shows how 
Dutch citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment involve much more 
than health risks. Dutch citizens do worry about cell sites’ health risk, but 
their concerns are, just as those in the USA, relatively low in comparison 
to other European countries. This (generalized) experience is, despite a 
polarization between benefit and burden, stable between October 2012 
and December 2014. These analyses provide for a first understanding of 
the resonance of the policy discourse in everyday life because citizens’ 
framings can be brought in line with the national level policy discourse. It 
is even clearer that the ongoing depoliticization of cell site deployment has 
not stirred more concern amongst citizens but also has not diminished it 
over time.

These population level insights provide for a background to follow the 
flow of interactions of eight local decision-making processes and to explore 
the influence of these interactions on citizens’ experiences in everyday life. 
These cases show how cell site deployment happens through long-term, 
dynamic and backstage decision-making processes, which are repetitive 
and desynchronized with the construction of cell sites. The information 
provided by authorities and industry professionals repeats and strengthens 
framing and feeling rules from the depoliticizing policy discourse. Health 
concerns are, locally, not legitimate arguments to halt cell site construction, 
and only the specific location of a cell site is left open to citizens’ advice. 
These dynamics make it difficult for citizens, but also for local authorities, to 
control cell site deployment. Citizen engagement is, in some cases, actively 
sought by local authorities, and in half of the cases a citizen engages in polit-
ical action. The reach of official information and direct risk communication 
on cell site deployment seems limited. Instead, local media and informa-
tion provided through local networks appear more important to citizens’ 
experiences than official governmental information. Citizens also search for 
information themselves, with the emergence of such activities seemingly 
provoked by governmental information, especially when it leaves particular 
questions on health risks unanswered.

The local interactions in the eight decision-making processes have 
a limited effect on citizens’ experiences. Citizens take different positions 
towards cell site deployment, ranging from indifference to alarm. The more 
they engage with cell site deployment in everyday life, the more negative 
emotions are managed, such as doubt, shame and fear. Through mobilizing 
existing emotional attachments to place, community, the technology and 
local politics, citizens generally create a large distance to cell site deploy-
ment in an everyday life that is filled with more pressing problems. Cell 
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site deployment is made into a ‘far from my bed show’ and prevented from 
making an impact in everyday life, in line with the depoliticizing policy 
discourse. In light of this distance taking, but also because of rather stable 
local definitions of the problem, it is not surprising that the majority of citi-
zens are unmoved by the eight decision-making processes. 
At the same time, a significant amount of respondents appear to be 
influenced by the decision-making processes, which shows in subtle 
and gradual shifts in their experiences of cell site deployment. Political 
interactions and citizen engagement influence the intensity and direction 
of citizens’ experiences. When citizens experience little control, these 
dynamics can lead them to feel concerned about cell site deployment. This 
is different when citizens are actively involved, learn the discourse and 
experience control in the process. Here, citizens seem at ease over time. 
This relation between political interactions and citizens’ experiences is 
more diffuse when both local authorities and citizens are actively engaged. 
These cases show that local interactions appear to induce concern when 
they are disconnected from citizens’ expectations on what the decision 
making should be about. 

Engaging with risk politics

This research shows how a policy discourse on cell site deployment 
resonates in citizens’ experiences of the technology over time, and it 
makes clear that citizens’ experiences can, at times, feed back into cell 
site risk politics. These observations blur clear cause and effect relations 
between policy creation and citizens’ experiences. The development of 
policy can be dynamic, just like citizens’ experiences, and these dynamics 
can intertwine in the construction of a social problem. In the construction 
of cell site deployment as a health risk, the policy discourse takes historical 
precedence to citizens’ protest, and, in general, the policy discourse 
appears to structure citizens’ experiences of the technology. Similar 
policies in the Netherlands and California emerged that aim to avoid 
the mobilization of citizens on a particular cell site by hiding antennas 
in plain sight and centralizing the health debate on a national or federal 
level in explicit response to these protests. These protests, in turn, can be 
fueled precisely by the opportunities available in these policies. Citizens’ 
engagement can help constitute what is legitimate to do, say and feel in a 
particular situation. Such engagement can consist of political mobilization 
or of a rather subtle positioning, which, despite its subtlety, is nonetheless 
part of the social construction of what is at stake when a technology is 
being deployed. Citizens’ experiences are, therefore, not fully disciplined 
by an issue-specific policy discourse, as their everyday lives are much 
broader. To make sense of a potentially risky technological development 
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is an ongoing process of framing managing feelings. This process is 
embedded in concrete interactions, existing emotional attachments 
and experiences. A policy discourse can provide a context for citizens’ 
experiences, depending on the specific situation and citizens’ degree of 
engagement with policy practice. Today, the dynamics of policy creation 
and citizens’ experiences lead, in the case of cell site deployment, to a 
rather stable policy discourse and citizens experiencing this technological 
development in a similarly stabilized way. 

These findings emphasize that citizens can be worthy participants in 
risk politics, potential political agents similar to local authorities, industry 
professionals and scientists. The influence of the risk politics on cell site 
deployment in citizens’ everyday lives is currently rather indirect. The lack 
of large differences between citizens’ experiences of cell site deployment in 
the cases in California and the Netherlands, despite the former cases having 
intensive community outreach and citizen notification programs, shows how 
information and participation in themselves are not enough to involve citi-
zens in a meaningful way. This research suggests that citizens’ engagement 
with risk issues, such as through community meetings, is helpful in abating 
unrest only when this is done in relation to the existing experiences of citi-
zens. This is particularly the case in relation to their emotional attachments 
to place and community and when it provides an experience of control over 
the problem at the same time. This suggestion contrasts with the ongoing 
effort to avoid societal unrest on cell site deployment, but this effort has not 
resulted in citizens feeling less concern nor has it ended local protests or 
scientific uncertainties. Instead, we could more explicitly engage with citi-
zens’ everyday lives and aim for a pragmatic understanding of the different 
ways and situations in which citizens experience risk and uncertainty. In so 
doing, we could try to embrace uncertainty and controversy and explore the 
doubts and fears of all actors involved in decision making on science and 
technology. 
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Beleid en beleving

Het gebruik van draadloze telecommunicatie technologieën, zoals mobiele 
telefoons, is in de afgelopen twee decennia exponentieel gegroeid. 
Deze groei gaat samen met de ontwikkeling van een ogenschijnlijk 
onzichtbaar draadloos netwerk van antennes. Door de vele zendmasten 
die deze antennes ondersteunen heeft het draadloos netwerk echter 
een grote materiële voetafdruk. De plaatsing van zendmasten wordt 
omarmd en bestreden tegelijkertijd. Beleid en de wens van consumenten 
naar voldoende bereik en kwaliteit van het draadloos netwerk vragen 
om de plaatsing van meer zendmasten. Tegelijkertijd zijn de mogelijke 
gezondheidseffecten van de radio-frequente elektromagnetische velden 
(EMV) die de antennes uitzenden geregeld de focus van lokaal protest door 
burgers. Waar komen deze zorgen van burgers over het gezondheidsrisico 
van zendmasten vandaan? Hoe ontstaat lokaal protest, en waarom zijn 
sommige zendmasten omstreden terwijl andere zonder een klacht worden 
gebouwd? Dit onderzoek geeft antwoord op deze vragen door de relatie 
tussen het risicobeleid en de beleving van burgers van deze technologische 
ontwikkeling te onderzoeken. 

Het beleid rond de milieu en gezondheidsrisico’s van technologie 
zoals zendmasten voor mobiele telefonie is recent verschoven van een 
hiërarchisch model van bestuur naar een ‘risk governance’ perspectief. 
Dit gebeurt vooral in reactie op doorgaande controverses over dergelijke 
risico’s en het verminderen van vertrouwen van burgers in wetenschap en 
overheid. Centraal in deze verschuiving staat de participatie van burgers 
in besluitvorming over technologische risico’s en wetenschappelijke 
onzekerheden. Deze verschuiving wordt bekritiseerd als weinig substantieel. 
Burgers zouden veelal niet betrokken worden in het definiëren en behandelen 
van het probleem en zo blijft de specialistische kennis van professionals en 
experts dominant in de besluitvorming over deze risico’s en onzekerheden. 
Het debat over ‘governance’ in de regulering van wetenschap en technologie 
wordt bemoeilijkt door onduidelijkheden over de specifieke effecten van 
risicobeleid. Bijvoorbeeld, risico communicatie die tracht de zorgen van 
burgers te verminderen kan deze zorgen juist vergroten. Er mist in het 
bijzonder kennis over de effecten van risicobeleid in het alledaagse leven 
van burgers, kennis waar dit onderzoek aan poogt bij te dragen.

De plaatsing van zendmasten voor mobiele telefonie is een goede 
casus om het ontstaan van de zorgen van burgers over de risico’s van 
technologie in relatie tot de regulering van wetenschappelijke onzekerheden 
en gezondheidsrisico’s te bestuderen. De vraag die dit onderzoek stuurt is:

Hoe beleven burgers de plaatsing van zendmasten voor mobiele 
telefonie, en in hoeverre en op welke manier kan dit verklaard 
worden door de regulering van de risico’s van deze zendmasten?
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Het theoretische doel van deze vraag is tweeledig. Ten eerste stelt deze 
vraag een bijdrage aan onderzoek naar sociale bewegingen tot doel. Wat is 
de relatie tussen beleid en beleving? Dit onderzoek verkent de mechanismen 
waardoor beleidsvertogen ‘resoneren’ in de beleving van burgers in 
omstreden en in niet omstreden situaties. Ten tweede draagt deze vraag 
bij aan sociologisch onderzoek naar risico en onzekerheid door de effecten 
van risicobeleid in de context van het alledaagse leven te begrijpen. Deze 
twee doelen worden gecombineerd in een ‘feedback model van risico-
politiek’. Dit model richt zich op de dynamiek in de sociale constructie van 
sociale problemen. Het gaat uit van talige processen van betekenisgeving 
(‘framing’) en emotie (‘feeling’) en beargumenteert dat beleidsvertogen 
door concrete politieke interacties de beleving van een sociaal probleem 
kunnen structureren. Tegelijkertijd is het alledaagse leven van burgers 
geen schone lei. Door hun betrokkenheid in politieke interacties kunnen 
burgers bijdragen aan de manier waarop een sociaal probleem vorm krijgt. 
Dit heeft, op haar beurt, weer effect op beleidsvertogen. Het feedback 
model benadrukt zo de verweven dynamiek van politiek en het alledaagse 
leven, en vooral het doorgaande proces waarin de beleving van burgers 
vorm krijgt.

Om deze dynamieken te kunnen beschouwen is dit onderzoek opgezet 
als een multi-level, longitudinaal en mixed method studie van het plaatsen 
van zendmasten voor mobiele telefonie in Nederland en Zuid Californië. 
Nauwgezet volgt dit onderzoek de praktijken van ambtenaren, professionals 
in de telecom industrie en actieve burgers op het nationale en lokale niveau 
door middel van interviews met informanten, observaties van politieke 
interacties en de analyse van relevante documenten. De beleving van 
burgers wordt over tijd gevolgd met mixed method panel studies in situaties 
waar besloten wordt over de plaatsing van een zendmast in de buurt. Deze 
panels combineren vragenlijsten, interviews en observaties. Dit onderzoek 
concentreert zich zo, in lijn met recente methodologische kritiek in sociale 
bewegingen onderzoek, op het ontstaan van zorgen en protest. Het draagt 
in het bijzonder bij aan het schaarse onderzoek naar de ontwikkelingen van 
de beleving van risico en onzekerheid door burgers over tijd heen.  

Een depolitiserend beleidsvertoog over de risico’s 
van zendmasten

In het beleid dat de plaatsing van zendmasten in Nederland en Californië 
reguleert wordt de plaatsing van zendmasten tot een specifiek sociaal 
probleem gemaakt. Tegelijkertijd worden de rechten en plichten van 
burgers met betrekking tot dit probleem gedefinieerd. De praktijken van de 
telecom industrie en beleidsmakers richten zich voornamelijk op de uitrol 
van het draadloos netwerk. Ook richten deze zich op voorzorg met betrek-
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king tot de mogelijke gezondheidseffecten van EMV en op het design van 
zendmasten zelf. In Nederland is er aandacht voor de zorg voor mensen die 
zeggen gezondheidseffecten te ervaren door blootstelling aan EMV. Deze 
diverse praktijken maken bepaalde vormen van burgerschap legitiem. Zo 
komt de burger in het risicobeleid naar voren als: de consument, een passief 
en gegeneraliseerde burger, een actieve burger en het slachtoffer. Samen 
brengen deze praktijken het beleidsvertoog aan het licht. Dit vertoog stelt 
de uitrol van het draadloze netwerk voorop als onwrikbaar imperatief en 
medicaliseert dit netwerk tegelijkertijd voortdurend. Jaren voor protest 
tegen zendmasten op basis van gezondheidseffecten ontstond werd de 
plaatsing van zendmasten al in beleid tot een medisch probleem gemaakt. 
Tegenwoordig richten de praktijken van industrie en beleidsmakers zich, 
bewust en reflexief, op het depolitiseren van het plaatsen van zendmasten. 
Lokale protesten en de betrokkenheid van burgers in besluitvorming over 
het plaatsen van een zendmast worden eerder gezien als een probleem 
dan als een oplossing, en maatschappelijke onrust wordt preventief gema-
naged. Hoewel de depolitiserende praktijken de uitrol van het netwerk 
ondersteunen, hebben zij het onbedoelde effect bij te dragen aan de door-
gaande controverse over de mogelijke gezondheidsrisico’s van de EMV die 
zendmasten uitzenden. 

Resonantie en feedback tijdens protest tegen  
zendmasten

De doorgaande controverse is een eerste indicatie van het belang 
van ‘feedback’ van burgers in de sociale constructie van een specifiek 
probleem. Depolitiserende beleidspraktijken die het besluit over de bouw 
van een zendmast buiten het politieke domein trachten te plaatsen leiden 
juist tot een politisering van deze besluitvorming. De resonantie van het 
beleidsvertoog in de beleving van de technologie is het meest duidelijk 
tijdens contentieuze, omstreden, situaties. Actieve burgers leren hoe zij 
strategisch tegen de plaatsing van zendmasten kunnen protesteren door 
de talige mogelijkheden in beleid aan te voelen en te grijpen. Hun argu-
menten worden gestructureerd door wat, volgens het beleidsvertoog, 
legitiem is. Zo richten actieve burgers zich eerder op de esthetiek van 
zendmasten dan het mogelijke gezondheidseffect. 

De burgers die het meest actief tegen zendmasten protesteren op het 
nationale niveau in Nederland menen fysiek te lijden van blootstelling aan 
EMV: elektrogevoeligen. De manier waarop elektrogevoeligen met hun 
klachten omgaan in het publieke domein wordt, succesvol, vorm gegeven 
in lijn met het beleid over EMV en gezondheid. Elektrogevoeligen zijn 
tegenwoordig onderdeel van diverse platforms voor belanghebbenden. 
Ook staat de zorg voor elektrogevoeligen op de politieke agenda, al wordt 
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de oorzaak voor hun zelf-diagnose niet expliciet erkend. Deze gedeeltelijke 
overwininning laat zowel de kracht en grenzen van zogenaamd ‘biologisch’ 
burgerschap zien. Hoewel ze aansluiten bij gezondheidsbeleid en zich 
effectief organiseren rond hun zelf-diagnose forceren elektrogevoeligen 
slechts een beperkte wijziging in de problematisering van deze technologie 
en hoe daar legitiem over gevoeld kan worden. 

De resonantie van het nationale beleidsvertoog valt in de beleving van 
elektrogevoeligen vrij direct te observeren. Het beleid over de plaatsing 
van zendmasten resoneert ietwat anders in de verschillende situaties waar 
een zendmast omstreden raakt. Door in Nederland zestien gevallen van 
lokaal protest tegen een zendmast te volgen, vinden we dat de specifieke 
manier waarop een zendmast tot probleem wordt gemaakt het verloop 
en de uitkomst van deze protesten beïnvloedt. Op lokaal niveau kunnen 
lokale overheden en actieve burgers feedback geven aan het nationale en 
depolitiserende beleidsvertoog waardoor, in die specifieke situatie, het 
dominante beleidsvertoog verschuift.  Veranderingen in legitieme manieren 
van betekenisgeving aan een zendmast, en hoe daar over gevoeld mag 
worden, zijn vooral groot als gemeentes een coalitie aangaan met burgers en 
het nationale beleidsvertoog expliciet bevragen. Hoe intensiever, inclusiever 
en gezaghebbender de samenwerking tussen de gemeente en protesterende 
burgers is, hoe groter het effect op de uitkomst van het protest is. In de meeste 
extreme gevallen worden bestaande zendmasten verwijderd en leiden lokale 
protesten tot duurzame wijzigingen in nationaal beleid. 

De beleving van burgers van het plaatsen van een 
zendmast in hun buurt

Om de relatie tussen beleid en beleving in niet omstreden situaties te 
bekijken, wordt eerst deze relatie op populatie niveau in Nederland tussen 
oktober 2012 en december 2014 onderzocht. Dit laat zien dat de manier 
waarop burgers zendmasten beleven, gemiddeld genomen, veel meer 
inhoudt dan vrees voor gezondheidseffecten. Nederlandse burgers maken 
zich wel degelijk zorgen over deze risico’s, maar deze zorgen zijn, net zoals 
in de Verenigde Staten, relatief klein in vergelijking met de zorgen in andere 
Europese landen. Ondanks een groeiend onderscheid in de beleving van 
zendmasten als een voordeel of last lijkt deze beleving stabiel over tijd. 
De analyse van beleving op dit algemene niveau geeft een indicatie van 
de resonantie van het depolitiserend nationaal beleidsvertoog in het 
alledaagse leven van burgers. De diverse manieren waarop burgers bete-
kenis geven aan een zendmast zijn goeddeels in overeenstemming met 
het beleidsvertoog. De doorgaande depolitisering van zendmasten heeft 
burgers niet meer zorgen aangewakkerd, maar ze ook niet doen afnemen. 
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De resultaten op het niveau van de Nederlandse bevolking vormen de 
achtergrond voor de analyse van acht lokale processen van besluitvorming 
over het plaatsen van een zendmast. Deze analyse richt zich op de relatie 
tussen concrete politieke interacties en de beleving van burgers in de 
context van hun alledaags leven. De acht gevallen maken duidelijk dat 
het plaatsen van een zendmast veel tijd kost, een zeer dynamisch proces 
is en dat de besluitvorming vooral uit het zicht van burgers (‘backstage’) 
gebeurt. Besluitvorming over een specifieke zendmast is vaak herhalend 
en loopt niet synchroon met de daadwerkelijke bouw van een zendmast. 
Het bereik van officiële informatie en risicocommunicatie over zendmasten 
lijkt beperkt. De informatie die lokale overheden en industrie professionals 
verstrekken, versterkt de betekenisgeving en gevoelsregels van het 
depolitiserende beleidsvertoog. Belangrijk in de beleving van burgers zijn 
lokale media en de informatie die burgers via informele netwerken bereikt. 
Burgers zoeken ook zelf naar informatie als ze met een zendmast in de 
buurt geconfronteerd worden. Dit wordt vooral gedaan als de informatie 
vanuit de overheid specifieke vragen over gezondheid onbeantwoord laat. 
Zorgen over gezondheidseffecten zijn, lokaal, geen legitieme argument om 
een zendmast tegen te houden en alleen over de specifieke locatie van een 
zendmast mogen burgers soms hun mening uiten. Deze lokale dynamiek 
maakt het lastig voor burgers, maar ook voor lokale overheden, om invloed 
uit te oefenen op de bouw van zendmasten in hun buurt. De betrokkenheid 
van burgers wordt in sommige gevallen actief gezocht door lokale overheden 
en in de helft van de gevallen vinden we ook dat burgers zich daadwerkelijk 
betrekken bij het besluitvormingsproces.  

De politieke interacties in de acht besluitvormingsprocessen hebben 
maar een beperkt effect op de beleving van burgers. Burgers nemen 
diverse posities in ten aanzien van het plaatsen van een zendmast in hun 
leefomgeving, verschillend van onverschilligheid tot verontrusting. Hoe 
meer burgers het plaatsen van een zendmast betrekken in het alledaags 
leven, hoe meer negatieve gevoelens zoals twijfel, schaamte en angst, door 
hen benoemd worden. Door het mobiliseren van bestaande emotionele 
bindingen met de leefomgeving, gemeenschap, technologie en lokale 
politiek creëren burgers over het algemeen een grote afstand tussen de 
komst van een zendmast in de buurt en hun alledaags bestaan. Dit bestaan 
zit dan vol met meer belangrijkere zorgen, zoals financiën of een pasgeboren 
kind. Het plaatsen van een zendmast wordt een ‘ver van mijn bed show’ en 
zo, in lijn met het depolitiserend beleidsvertoog, wordt voorkomen dat het 
besluitvormingsproces een impact maakt op het alledaagse leven. Gezien 
de afstand die burgers creëren, en de vrij stabiele definities die het plaatsen 
van een zendmast krijgt in de acht situaties, is het niet verrassend dat de 
meerderheid van de burgers niet geroerd wordt door de politieke interacties. 

Toch wordt een aanzienlijk deel van de burgers wel door de 
besluitvormingsprocessen geraakt. Dit uit zich in subtiele en graduele 
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verschuivingen in hun beleving van de zendmast die aanstaande is in hun 
buurt. De politieke interacties en betrokkenheid van burgers beïnvloeden de 
intensiteit en richting van de verschuivingen in beleving. Als burgers weinig 
controle op het proces ervaren leidt de lokale dynamiek hen tot meer zorgen 
over de technologie. In de gevallen waar burgers actief betrokken worden, 
het vertoog leren en wel controle op het proces ervaren zijn burgers meer 
gerustgesteld over de tijd heen. De relatie tussen concrete interacties en 
beleving is meer diffuus als zowel lokale overheden en burgers zich actief 
bezighouden met de te plaatsen mast. In deze gevallen lijken de politieke 
interacties vooral zorgen op te wekken bij burgers als de inhoud van deze 
interacties niet aansluit bij de verwachtingen die burgers hebben over het 
doel van het besluitvormingsproces. 

Een bijdrage aan risicopolitiek

Dit onderzoek toont hoe een beleidsvertoog over een technologische 
ontwikkeling als het plaatsen van een zendmast voor mobiele telefonie 
resoneert in de beleving van burgers, en hoe deze beleving op 
bepaalde momenten terugkeert (‘feedback’) in beleid. Deze observaties 
vertroebelen lineaire oorzaak en gevolg relaties tussen het maken 
van beleid en de ervaring van burgers van hetgeen dit beleid poogt te 
reguleren. Het creëren van beleid is een dynamisch proces, net zoals de 
beleving van burgers, en deze dynamieken verstrengelen zich in de sociale 
constructie van een probleem. Het beleidsvertoog over zendmasten is, 
historisch gezien, wel bepalend in de constructie van zendmasten als een 
gezondheidsrisico. Dit beleidsvertoog structureert ook, in het algemeen, 
de beleving door burgers van de technologie en haar risico’s. In reactie 
op lokaal protest ontstond vergelijkbaar beleid in Nederland en Californië 
dat protesten van burgers tegen zendmasten probeert te voorkomen. De 
technologie wordt gecamoufleerd en het debat over gezondheidsrisico’s 
is gecentraliseerd op nationaal of federaal niveau. Nieuw protest ontstaat 
juist uit de (talige) mogelijkheden die dit depolitiserend beleid weer biedt. 
De politieke bijdrage (‘engagement’) van burgers kan zodoende helpen 
om te bewerkstelligen wat in bepaalde situaties legitiem is om te doen, 
zeggen en voelen. Zo kan deze bijdrage bestaan uit expliciet protest of uit 
een vrij subtiel positioneren dat, ondanks haar subtiliteit, een belangrijk 
onderdeel is van het formuleren wat er op het spel staat tijdens de 
uitrol van een technologie. De beleving door burgers van een mogelijk 
risicovolle technologische ontwikkeling is een doorgaand proces van het 
geven van betekenis en reguleren van gevoelens. Dit proces is ingebed in 
concrete interacties en bestaande emotionele bindingen. De beleving van 
burgers wordt niet geheel gestructureerd door een beleidsvertoog, want 
het alledaags leven van burgers omvat veel meer dan beleid alleen. Een 
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beleidsvertoog kan wel een context bieden voor deze beleving, afhankelijk 
van de specifieke situatie en de mate waarin burgers zich betrekken bij 
besluitvorming. Op dit moment leidt de dynamiek tussen het beleid over 
het plaatsen van zendmasten voor mobiele telefonie en de beleving van 
burgers tot een relatief stabiel beleidsvertoog en een vergelijkbare stabiele 
beleving van de technologie door burgers. 

De bevindingen van dit onderzoek benadrukken dat burgers een 
waardevolle bijdrage kunnen leveren aan risicopolitiek. Net als lokale 
overheden, industrie professionals en wetenschappers zijn zij, in potentie, 
politieke actoren. De invloed van de risicopolitiek van zendmasten voor 
mobiele telefonie op het alledaagse leven van burgers is momenteel 
vrij indirect. Ondanks intensieve vormen van communicatie en 
burgerparticipatie die dit onderzoek vooral in California heeft geobserveerd, 
ontbreekt het aan grote verschillen in beleving tussen burgers. Dit laat 
zien dat informatie en participatie alleen onvoldoende zijn om burgers op 
een betekenisvolle manier te betrekken bij besluitvorming. Dit onderzoek 
suggereert dat de betrokkenheid van burgers met problemen die als risico 
gedefinieerd zijn vooral productief is als deze betrokkenheid gezocht wordt 
in relatie tot de bestaande beleving van dit probleem door burgers. Er moet 
rekening gehouden worden met bestaande emotionele bindingen met 
de leefomgeving en gemeenschap, en met een gevoel van controle door 
burgers op het besluitvormingsproces. Tegelijk moet er niet alleen van risico 
uit gegaan worden. In het geval van zendmasten voor mobiele telefonie zien 
we in dit onderzoek dat het gezondheidsrisico, zo prominent in het beleid, 
slechts één aspect van een zeer multidimensionale beleving vormt. Deze 
suggesties contrasteren met de inspanning in beleid om protest en onrust 
rond het plaatsen van een zendmast te voorkomen. Tot op heden heeft deze 
inspanning er echter niet toe geleid dat burgers zich minder zorgen maken, 
noch heeft het een einde gemaakt aan lokale protesten en wetenschappelijke 
onzekerheden. In plaats van het voorkomen van onrust zouden we ons 
daarom meer expliciet bezig kunnen houden met het alledaagse leven van 
burgers. We zouden kunnen streven naar een pragmatisch begrip van de 
verschillende manieren waarop, en situaties waarin, burgers risico’s en 
onzekerheden ervaren. Hiermee kunnen we proberen om controverse te 
omarmen en de verschillende twijfels en angsten van alle betrokkenen in 
besluitvorming over wetenschap en technologie te verkennen in plaats van 
deze te vermijden of negeren.
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construction of cell sites, is raising concerns about its health risks 
for decades. Where do citizens’ worries about these possible 
health effects come from? How do local protests against cell site 
deployment emerge, and why are some cell sites hotly debated 
while others are constructed without raising a single complaint? 

This research answers these questions with a longitudinal, 
mixed method and multi-level analysis of politics and citizens’ 
experiences of this technology in the Netherlands and Southern 
California. It shows how politics affect our everyday understand-
ings of mobile phone cell sites. Experienced risks and uncer-
tainties are to a significant degree the outcome of the political 
attempt to contain risks. This research also shows that citizens’ 
protest feeds back into risk politics to a limited extend. Local 
interactions between policy makers, industry professionals and 
citizens explain why in some cases individual concerns grow 
into organized protest. However, over time governments and 
industry have learned how to depoliticize the technology. Para-
doxically, the ways in which this happens further fuels citizens’ 
concerns. That is why many citizens continue to pose the ques-
tion ‘should I be worried?’ when they are being confronted with 
a cell site in their neighborhood. 
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takes the mobile phone cell sites as case. The exponential growth 
of the wireless telecommunications network, materialized in the 
construction of cell sites, is raising concerns about its health risks 
for decades. Where do citizens’ worries about these possible 
health effects come from? How do local protests against cell site 
deployment emerge, and why are some cell sites hotly debated 
while others are constructed without raising a single complaint? 

This research answers these questions with a longitudinal, 
mixed method and multi-level analysis of politics and citizens’ 
experiences of this technology in the Netherlands and Southern 
California. It shows how politics affect our everyday understand-
ings of mobile phone cell sites. Experienced risks and uncer-
tainties are to a significant degree the outcome of the political 
attempt to contain risks. This research also shows that citizens’ 
protest feeds back into risk politics to a limited extend. Local 
interactions between policy makers, industry professionals and 
citizens explain why in some cases individual concerns grow 
into organized protest. However, over time governments and 
industry have learned how to depoliticize the technology. Para-
doxically, the ways in which this happens further fuels citizens’ 
concerns. That is why many citizens continue to pose the ques-
tion ‘should I be worried?’ when they are being confronted with 
a cell site in their neighborhood. 
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