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Abstract: The study was developed in a sample of 250 individuals (n=250) over 18 years of age who were 

eligible voters in Portugal, and aimed primarily to evaluate citizens’ opinions of the public participation context 

of environmental and spatial planning, considering two points, (1) who should be involved in the decision-

making process, and (2) during which stage of the decision-making process of public policies citizens should be 

involved and should participate. The majority of the sample (64.8%) reported that do not participate in 

environmental and spatial planning policies. Some 94.8% of the sample considered that all the stakeholders 

(governments, private organizations, and common citizens) should be involved in public policies, and the 
majority of respondents (82.4%) considered that the population should participate and be involved "from the 

very beginning of the project development"—that is, at the embryonic idea time. The type of value that every 

citizen attaches to politicians’ actions and/or decisions and the level of public participation in environmental 

and territory planning policies, resented a statistically significant relationship (p = 0.014). Citizens can and 

should, be involved in decision-making processes in the early stages and should have the opportunity to truly 

influence the decisions handed down. It is the planner’s obligation to valorize information and build 

partnerships, to document participation activities and their results, and to explain at the end how the 

participation influenced the final decisions made.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The planning process involves rational decision-making, which identifies objectives, designs 

implementation proposals, and combines operating means to implement actions and review results in 

relation to initial objectives [1]. In a more contemporary perspective, it is a negotiation process that 

aims to coordinate decisions, manage conflicts, and build consensus among the various actors 

involved and interested in planning territory transformation. Thus, it is a continuous, cyclical, and 

deliberate prescriptive and prepositional activity that materializes in different models, linked to 

decisions and actions that involve value judgments, or reference patterns that allow assessment of 

their (i.e., the models’) effectiveness [2,3]. There are two prevailing decision-making models in 

Portugal: the bureaucratic or rational model, and the collaborative or interactive model. The 

bureaucratic or rational model was authored by Weber [4] and is based on the adequacy of the 

existing means to achieve the intended aims, ensuring maximum efficiency [5]. Here the public and 

private spheres do not intermingle, thus denying that conflict of interest, human limits, the key role of 

knowledge, affective relationships, and the values of individuals are involved in the decision [6, 7]. 

As for the collaborative or interactive model [8, 9], it is characterized by overcoming the public and 

private spheres’ hermetic character, recognizing the common nature of territorial planning decisions 

[10, 11]. It defends fair procedures and resolution practices favoring links and the creation of 

interactive horizontal relations between representatives of different population groups (or users of the 

territory), and work and collective learning forms that enable the building of consensus [12]. Citizen 

participation in these decision-making models, individually or collectively, is a precondition for the 

exercise of full citizenship. Public policy design and execution are the state's responsibility, such as 

for environmental policies, proceeding to citizen involvement in the different phases of the decision-

making models [13, 14]. Nowadays, citizen involvement occurs mostly in the late stages of the 
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models [15]. The present study was designed primarily to evaluate citizens’ opinions of the public 

participation context of environmental and spatial planning, considering two points, (1) who should be 

involved in the decision-making process, and (2) during which stage of the decision-making process 

of public policies citizens should be involved and should participate. 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The study protocol design is the same as that utilized for the paper previously published by Carreira et 

al. [16] in the International Journal of Political Science, which studied 250 individuals over 18 years 

of age who were eligible voters in Portugal, of both genders, and living in Lisbon. A survey of 

environmental and spatial planning was developed to characterize citizens’ opinions regarding the 

issue of which stage of the decision-making process for public policies citizens should participate in. 

All individuals participated in a face-to-face interview. Aiming to identify difficulties in answering 

some questions, a pilot survey was tested on a small sample of 25 individuals. For data statistical 

analysis, we used the Statistical Package for Social Sciences software (SPSS
®
). The Kolmogorov-

Smirnov test (KS) was used for normality of the data, and the non-parametric independence Chi-

square test was used in the inferential statistical analysis. A 95.0% confidence interval was defined as 

significant, with p-values <0.05.
17-21 

3. RESULTS 

Regarding public participation in environmental and spatial planning policies, the majority of the 

sample (64.8%) reported that they do not participate, and only 35.2% said the opposite. Of the latter, 

74.6% only participate when requested, and only 25.4% do on a voluntary basis. Almost the entire 

sample (98.8%) considered that public and political powers should plan together the place where they 

live, because "...it is those who live in the places that know what, where and when it is missing. For 

the individuals who reported no need for collaborative practices in planning the territory in which they 

live (1.2%), the majority (54%) considered that local and central government should decide 

environmental and territorial planning issues together; 23% considered that only local authorities 

should take such decisions, as they are better able to understand the reality of the counties, their 

needs, and their priorities; and 7.6% considered that only the political central government should have 

these functions. A significant percentage (15.4% of the sample) did not answer this question (Figure 

1). Some 94.8% of the sample considered that all the stakeholders (governments, private 

organizations, and common citizens) should be involved in public policies, and the vast majority of 

respondents (82.4%) considered that the population should participate and be involved "from the very 

beginning of the project development"—that is, at the embryonic idea time. Only 16% considered that 

the population should be involved "during the preparation of the project" (i.e., during the growth and 

maturation phase of the process); and 1.6% of respondents were of the opinion that the population 

should be consulted "after the project drafting have already been completed‖ (i.e., when it is ready to 

be implemented in the field) (Figure 2). The study also found that 92% of the sample shared the view 

that the decisions and actions taken by political powers to transform the territory of the county where 

they live in order to improve the quality of life are not understandable. Of the sample, 48.8% 

considered these decisions as "weak," 25.6% as "non-existent," 20.8% as "reasonable," and only 4.8% 

as "good". All respondents (100%) who said they understood the decisions and actions taken by 

politicians responded that they did not participate in the environment public policies. Of those who 

did not understand, 71% did not participate. A statistically significant relationship between the 

variables under study—that is, between the fact that individuals did or did not understand decisions 

and actions taken by politicians—and the level of public participation was achieved (p = 0.011). The 

study also found that 68.8% of individuals who considered politicians’ actions and/or decisions aimed 

at improving the county's quality of life where citizens live to be "non-existent" did not participate in 

public policies; those who considered them as "weak" (67.2%) also did not participate. In contrast, 

individuals who considered the politicians’ actions and/or decisions to be "good" (66.7%) said they 

participate whenever they can. So both variables under study—that is, the type of value that every 

citizen attaches to politicians’ actions and/or decisions and the level of public participation in 

environmental and territory planning policies—presented a statistically significant relationship (p = 

0.014). 



Citizen Involvement in the Decision-Making Processes of Environmental and Spatial Planning, and it’s 

Influence on Public Participation: a Case Study of Lisbon 

 

International Journal of Political Science (IJPS)                                                                                   Page | 25 

 

 

4. DISCUSSION 

Wider citizen participation in politics always starts with a stake in the social life’s microspheres, and 
the more individuals that participate in them, the better they will participate in macrosphere policy 

[16-26]. Humans are thinking beings and should be encouraged to make active interventions in the 

complex socioeconomic and environmental problems where they are inserted [27]. This incentive lies 
in the democratic state’s conduct, fostering among citizens education in active citizenship, which is 

the nerve center of public participation [28]. The concept of citizenship is often used as a synonym for 

forms of citizen participation in public life, allowing them access to political, civil, and social rights 
which result from their own citizenship status. This status guarantees identity and a role in the society 

to which they belong, fostering a greater ability to respect and co-responsibility for the next citizen, 

and for the space or land in which they live [29-32].
 

In Portugal, active participation of citizens has been not witnessed respecting spatial planning and 
environment, which is not compatible with democratic principles, which call for an increase in public 

participation [33]. Public participation is the procedure by which citizens interact with the 

government, which represents those who were elected, to work on decision-making to address 
problems that directly or indirectly affect them and/or suggest and drive solutions to promote the 

common good. Portugal has broad and updated legislation on citizen participation rights respecting 

the decision-making process, although it is not always properly applied by the public administration. 

There is a lack of preparation in promoting and encouraging the continued practice of active public 
participation, and the idea that citizens participate only to fulfill a legal and constitutional requirement 

is still rooted [32-37]. The study results are in line with the Sexton study [38], which stated that 
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citizen and stakeholder involvement should always be an integral part of every stage of the decision-

making process. Only through this proximity of these different actors is it possible to talk about 
democracy and governance [9].

 

Governance presupposes interaction and sharing of powers and responsibilities, representing a 

continuation of the public interest via less authoritarian, hierarchical, and formalized system [39]. In 

it, work in physical and virtual networks (also called partnerships) that ensure the framework of the 

formats for participation in order to encourage dialogue on equal terms between several key players so 

as to reach decision-making based on consensus is predominant [11,40]. These networks live and 

grow from strategic relationships that complement, influence, and reinforce each other, allowing the 

educated, aware, and active citizen to take advantage of their existence and decipher the polymorphic 

nature of the territories in terms of the existing and/or the desired situations [12, 41, 42]. Collaborative 

practices were upheld by 94.8% of the sample, who felt that the decision-making process should 

always involve rulers and the ruled. Almost all respondents (98.8%) considered that the population 

should plan together where they live, because "...it is those who live in the places that know what and 

where is needed, and when is missing." This means that a collaborative or interactive planning model 

characterized by the recognition of the importance of the common nature of the decision-making 

process is desirable. 

Concerning the citizen involvement phase of the decision-making model, the results obtained from 

this study align with the idea that the more complex the problem is, the earlier the citizen participation 

in decision-making should be. Only then is it possible to achieve time and space for debating the 

issues, in order for all participants to understand the information and the methodology presented, 

creating the necessary conditions for all involved stakeholders’ interests and values to be known. As a 

result, alternative ideas are shared by all the involved parts of the process, making it possible to adjust 

the initial plan during the development of the decision-making process so that it suits the real needs of 

those who live in the territories and those who, through policies, strategies, plans, and projects, have 

the responsibility to manage them [33,43]. However, this is not the reality experienced by the citizens. 

The policy platform that exists in Portugal does not provide or sufficiently stimulate a collective 

dialogue, the redistribution of power, and co-decisions. The result, in the overwhelming majority of 

cases, is a territorial planning and management deeply entrenched in a centralist and descending 

model, in which the public actors present the decisions and the citizens passively receive them. This 

territory planning policy democratic deficit did not escape the attention of the sample, when asked 

about the level of people’s influence in meetings held for the discussion and transmission of 

information on environmental policy forums, 67.2% said that there were few participants in those 

meetings and that the representation of individual citizens was low (13.8%). Public participation 

should therefore be an investment made by politicians and citizens. However, according to the results, 

this is a failure, since 91.9% of the sample claimed they do not participate in those forums due to lack 

of time. The reality is that the citizens have almost no free time; therefore, the organization and 

communication of the maximum amount of information in the shortest period of time should be an 

obligation of the political sphere in order to encourage and promote citizens in the context of public 

participation [44-47].
 

Similar to the Coglianese et al. study [48], some factors that limit and disturb public participation in 

decision-making were identified in this study, namely: (1) public participation is often limited during 

the crucial stages of the development of common policies; (2) institutions often prevent 

communication with external actors; and (3) citizens do not always have immediate access to 

information, which often does not have the quality necessary for conducting effective participation. In 

addition, it was also possible to identify other factors that are in line with findings of other authors 

[11,12,16,25,26,49-54] and that can influence and constrain the ability of citizens to participate and, 

consequently, to exercise citizenship in these processes, such as (1) the distance from the place of 

residence of the locals to where the proposed meetings discussing policies will be held, (2) the 

geographical location where the public session occur (country or city), (3) the time spent in labor or 

occupations, (4) the frustration generated by non-inclusion of the suggestions made by the public and 

other interested parties in the decisions, (5) the lack of clear objectives and a way of monitoring the 

decision-making processes, and (6) the lack of investment in training the citizenship by the 

government. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

Public participation as an indispensable tool for environment and land planning and management will 

result in emerging decisions more adapted to reality, to existing priorities, and to the creation of 

instruments that pursue more sustainable and credible public spatial planning policies. Citizens can 
and should, therefore, be involved in decision-making processes in the early stages and should have 

the opportunity to truly influence the decisions handed down. It is the planner’s obligation to valorize 

information and build partnerships, to document participation activities and their results, and to 

explain at the end how the participation influenced the final decisions made. As a result, the political 
sphere will show citizens how much their efforts are valued. The politicians gain, the citizens’ gain, 

and the economy, the territory, and the environment gain.  
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