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There is extensive literature on stakeholder theory and knowledgemanagement in

the private sector, but less on the public sector, particularly in the context of public

participation projects. Public participation initiatives are often designed using a

case-by-case approach to identify relevant stakeholder groups, the engagement

methods, and the tools to be used. In addition, public sector organizations (PSOs)

often rely on participation experts and practitioners’ professional knowledge to

design successful participation projects. Given that public participation is to enable

PSOs access to participants’ knowledge, knowledgemanagement is a central issue

in public participation projects. In this multi-method, qualitative study we focus on

the management of experts’ and practitioners’ knowledge, and we aim to show

how their knowledge contributes to participatory processes and projects, and

how the policy cycle can be used as a knowledge management framework to

collect and structure their knowledge. We used sequential analysis to study the

experiences of 84 practitioners from the public sector collected during a series

of workshops. Our findings show the need to locate participation initiatives in

the context of the government policy cycle, that the policy cycle can be used

for knowledge management in public participation projects and to recognize that

practitioners represent a key stakeholder group in public participation.

KEYWORDS

public participation, policy cycle, practitioners, knowledge management, stakeholders,
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1. Introduction

Stakeholders play an important role in the governance context (Schmid et al., 2001;

Flak and Rose, 2005; Heeks, 2006) so public sector organizations need to know who their

stakeholders are (Nabatchi et al., 2017) and support the relationships between stakeholders

and the organization (Meijer, 2016). When the focus of stakeholder participation is

on collecting the citizens’ input or knowledge co-creation together with citizens, then

knowledge management must be a central issue in public participation projects (see e.g.,

Graversgaard et al., 2017). In an increasingly digital environment, public sector organizations

(PSOs) must not only know how stakeholders’ needs and values are changing (Scupola and

Mergel, 2022), but they must also ensure that organizational aims are being achieved and

that the (costly) technological investments have the expected impact (Graversgaard et al.,

2017; Lember et al., 2019).

PSOs also rely on participation experts and practitioners’ professional knowledge to help

them design successful participation projects (Barry and Legacy, 2023). Their involvement

is important for the development of participation projects, but their role and contribution

are not well-accounted for in literature on governance and participation. We note that there

is a gap in the literature on practitioners’ knowledge and how it is managed for designing

public participatory processes. In this study we therefore aim to investigate practitioners’
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contribution to the design of participatory processes and how their

knowledge can be collected and managed. This qualitative study,

based on the sequential use of participative methods, contributes to

the literature and research on stakeholders in public participatory

processes as well as knowledge management in the public sector

by answering the following research questions: First, how can

the policy cycle be used as a knowledge management framework

to collect and structure practitioners’ knowledge for designing

participation processes? Second, what is the role of practitioners

and experts in the development of public participation projects?

For this purpose, we analyze the experiences of 84 practitioners

from the public sector collected during a series of workshops.

The use of sequential and participative qualitative methods

allows us to adopt a holistic approach for understanding of the

role of practitioners and knowledge management in the public

participation projects. Our findings point out some important

issues in the design of public participation projects. First, there

is need to locate participation initiatives in the context of the

government policy cycle as this allows to explore how a policy is

interpreted and enacted by the practitioners. Second, the analysis

shows how the policy cycle can be used for knowledge management

in public participation projects. Third, the results show how the

policy cycle can help with the selection and implementation of

digital tools and processes in the design of participatory projects.

Finally, the results show that practitioners are key stakeholder PSOs

need for public participation projects.

This paper is structured as follows: In section 2, we

provide the background to the topics of the study, that is,

public participation, the stakeholders in participation processes,

knowledge management and the policy cycle. Section 3 describes

the research design, including the casing of the study, the methods

used in the sequential qualitative approach and the data collection.

In Section 4, we describe the findings. Section 5 discusses the results

in the context of the literature, whilst Section 6 concludes this

article with an overview of the limitations and some suggestions

for future research.

2. Background

2.1. Public participation

Public participation is “the direct involvement [. . . ] of

concerned stakeholders in decision-making about policies, plans

or programs in which they have an interest” (Quick and Bryson,

2022, p. 1). Public authorities are often required to take into

consideration opinions and comments expressed by the public,

provide information on the procedures for participation and how

the decisions are taken (European Parliament of the Council, 2003),

to consider stakeholders’ needs and expertise to develop adequate

policies and solutions (Huijboom et al., 2009; Schuler, 2010).

This makes public participation a useful instrument policymakers

can use to shape policies (Howlett, 2011), to increase the

effectiveness, capacity and legitimacy of public decision-making

processes, modernize service delivery and increase public value

(Espés et al., 2014; Parycek, 2020). Public participation can also be

used to increase transparency and accountability in governments

(Verschuere et al., 2012), fulfill legal requirements, and advance

justice, social inclusion, empowerment and learning (Bryson et al.,

2017; Bobbio, 2019). Stakeholder involvement is therefore not just

about informing the public, but engaging in knowledge exchange

to explore and generate solutions, high-quality plans and projects

(Porwol et al., 2016).

Public participation projects can quickly become complicated,

as they are socio-technical constructs that include several

stakeholders and thusmay havemany and sometimes contradictory

objectives to be achieved, using different participation methods,

techniques, information artifacts, and technical facilities (Sæbø

et al., 2011). Noveck (2009) suggests that the design elements

of collaborative democracy, that is, granularity, groups, and

reputation, are the key enabling properties for successful

participation. She suggests that granularity, that is, the breaking

down of complex problem into smaller and more manageable

pieces, enables peers to engage in the best manner and assures

a high level of involvement. Scherer and Wimmer (2016)

recommend conceptualizing participation projects according to

six dimensions: participation scope (motivation and objectives

of the project), participants (stakeholder engagement and

management), participation (participation services and processes),

data and information (production and use of data), e-participation
(tools and support for techniques), and implementation and
governance (operations, administration, and management

of the project). They argue that this framework can help

design and implement participation projects, in particular

those that use Information and Communication Technologies

(ICT). Their strategic, top-down perspective allows project

managers, initiators, owners, executives, and decision makers

to plan, organize, and combine the participatory activities in a

comprehensive way.

Webler et al. (2001) highlight that the design of public

participation processes requires leadership, discussions, fairness,
and power balance, which adds several challenges for the design of
public participation processes. In addition, participatory processes

increasingly use digital tools and channels to communicate
and exchange information. The increasing implementation of e-
government (Heeks, 2006), the provision of online public services
(Sideri et al., 2019), as well as e-voting and e-campaigning (Gibson

et al., 2016) have expanded thev opportunities for digital public

decision-making processes (Espés et al., 2014; Parycek et al., 2014;

Bertot et al., 2016). Strokosch and Osborne (2020) argue the for
an ecosystem approach, that is, the public sector represents the

integration of actors, resources and technologies, the interactions,

the goals as well as multiple and competing agendas. In addition,

they argue that context of the ecosystem (that is, political, financial,

legal, and historical factors) will include actors’ multiple and

complex needs, and influence how policy goals are implemented.

The integration of analog and online participation elements has

made multi-phasic models of participation popular (Höchtl and

Edelmann, 2021), but also increased their overall complexity.

Bobbio (2019) suggests that this complexity can be reduced by

ensuring that participatory processes are highly structured using

well-defined phases with a pre-defined duration, where participants

are provided with complete, balanced, and accessible information

they then discuss in small groups moderated by neutral facilitators.

Wirtz et al. (2018) point out that some of the problems stem from

considering the design of public participation and e-participation
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processes separately rather than focusing on how the objectives can

be achieved.

The analysis of such public participation processes in the

literature highlights the need to carefully consider the relationship

and interaction between stakeholders as well as the information

and communication channels used, but also that access to the

relevant knowledge makes the identification and involvement of

stakeholders central in the design of public participation processes.

2.2. Stakeholders in participation processes

Freeman (1984) defines stakeholders as any group or individual

who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the

organization’s objective. Freeman’s stakeholder theory is based on

conventional managerial and organizational ideas, but is useful

in the public sector context too as it allows to consider the

organizational contexts and the organization’s social responsibility

toward the plurality of the different stakeholders and their goals

(Flak and Rose, 2005). The critical role of users and stakeholders in

participatory processes has also often been addressed in the public

governance literature (Crosby et al., 2017; Bidwell and Schweizer,

2021). Schmid et al. (2001), for example, emphasizes the need to

identify and involve stakeholders in the context of changing public

sector organizations, whilst Flak and Rose (2005) argue that by

identifying the stakeholders, it is possible to understand who will

be affected by government initiatives, and to consider the different

perspectives, objectives, processes, benefits and conflicts.

Citizens are often viewed as the main stakeholder group to

be engaged in participatory processes. The literature identifies

citizens as contributors and beneficiaries of public participation

(Alford, 2016), responsible for identifying what is valuable to

them and obtaining the information on how to be engaged in

such processes (Williams and Shearer, 2011). One reason for this

is that they have a democratic right to do so (Edelmann and

Mergel, 2022). PSOs and governments may also support citizen

involvement in order to achieve “substitution value” (Pestoff et al.,

2006, p. 599), that is, when citizens carry out tasks originally

performed by PSOs and governments that lead to cost and other

savings. In the public sector, several stakeholders can be identified.

Heeks (2006), for example, broadly identifies two stakeholder

groups: (1) those involved in the development of the public

system, and (2) those involved in operation of the system. Rowley

(2011) proposes a larger typology: people as service users, people

as citizens, businesses, small-to-medium sized enterprises, public

administrators (employees), other government agencies, non-profit

organizations, politicians, e-government project managers, design

and IT developers, suppliers and partners, and researchers and

evaluators. Further stakeholdersmentioned in the literature include

communities, government agencies, parliamentary commissions,

committees, local authorities, politicians, contractors and IT

organizations, research institutions, and NGOs (Nabatchi et al.,

2017).

According to Janssen and Helbig (2018) public participation

means knowing how to engage in “orchestration,” “quality

assurance,” and “aggregating and reporting” activities (p. 103),

but policy makers will turn to professionals to help develop and

design public participation. Professional practitioners are those

who have been trained or certified under emerging industry

standards and are also an important stakeholder in participatory

processes (Moore, 2012; King et al., 2015). Practitioners contribute

significantly to participation processes with their activities,

knowledge, innovations, and the results they achieve by designing

and being involved in public participation processes (Bryson et al.,

2013). They extend participation to include previously excluded

voices, help decision-making processes be accessible to a broader

range of stakeholders, support innovative engagement, increase

quality, and promote different participatory techniques (Bherer

and Lee, 2019). The professionalization of public participation

practitioners sets new standards and codes of practice and thus

changes participatory practice (Barry and Legacy, 2023), but

practitioners not played a particularly prominent role in the

participation literature so far, nor has the impact of their activities

and knowledge been considered extensively in research agendas.

2.3. Knowledge management

Stakeholders contribute to public participatory processes with

their specific knowledge. For businesses and governments alike,

knowledge is an important strategic resource, and the management

of this asset is viewed as critical to strategic organizational design

(e.g., Drucker, 2012; Carayannis et al., 2021) and organizational

success (Ipe, 2003). Knowledge management is an organizational

activity that focuses on the exchange of information, skills and

expertise between people or within and across organizations and

institutions (Janus, 2016). Knowledge management is important

as it implies the movement of knowledge within an organization

to create economic value and help the organization benefit

from competitive advantage (Hendriks, 1999). It can go beyond

knowledge governance (Cao and Xiang, 2012) and focus on

organizational aspects such as technology and memory systems

(Choi et al., 2010), the role of human capital, and social factors

(Stevens, 2010). It also involves the dissemination of innovative

ideas, and thus may be considered as the basis of creativity and

innovation within organizations (Lin, 2007). Ipe (2003) conceptual

framework suggests that knowledge is influenced by the motivation

of individuals to engage in knowledge sharing, the nature of the

knowledge shared, the opportunities available for individuals to

share and, above all, the culture of the particular work environment.

Knowledge management occurs in traditional organizational

settings and digital environments (Almahamid, 2008). Parycek and

Pircher (2003) argue that in the public sector context, dimensions

of knowledge to be managed can include the organization’s

infrastructure and technologies, processes, strategies, employees

activities’ and creativity, but also its culture and values and

the spatial opportunities for communication and interaction. In

the public particpation context, participation is used to collect

citizens’ knowledge so that policy-makers can develop suitable

problem definitions or policy formulations (Flak and Rose, 2005).

Knowledge management can therefore be used for aggregating

and analyzing the content that is to contribute to policy making,

to know how and when to respond rapidly and appropriately to

external changes (Zenk et al., 2022), but also for selecting and
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using participatory tools and instruments effectively (Janssen and

Estevez, 2013).

2.4. Public participation in the policy cycle

Providing a participation platform for knowledge collection

will not be enough: users must be guided and supported,

collaboration needs to be managed, and participation projects

will fail if context factors are not taken into consideration and

complexity is not addressed (Toots, 2019). To address such issues,

the policy cycle can be used to design participatory processes.

The policy cycle describes in a functional and purpose-bound

manner the different phases of the participatory process, the

actors involved, and the content to be developed. It has been

used previously for structuring political-administrative processes,

evidence-based policymaking, monitoring, and evaluation

(Bridgman and Davis, 2003; Höchtl et al., 2016; Valle-Cruz

and Sandoval-Almazán, 2022). Policy cycle phases are defined

as problem definition, policy development, implementation,

enforcement, and evaluation (Janssen and Helbig, 2018), or

as agenda-setting, analysis, formulation, implementation, and

monitoring (Kubicek and Aichholzer, 2016). The labels may

vary, but describing and aligning the participation architecture

to the phases of the policy cycle supports the planning of the

requirements, participation instruments whilst retaining the big

picture and outcomes to be achieved (Wirtz et al., 2018). The policy

cycle therefore has several advantages: First the different phases

of the process are clearly described in terms of their objectives;

Second, it enables a detailed content analysis of the individual

phases; Third, it offers a new perspective on the impact-oriented

design and the implementation of participation projects in all

phases. As identifying the relevant stakeholders is central to

public participation (Schmid et al., 2001; Flak and Rose, 2005),

the fourth advantage is that the policy cycle helps to identify the

stakeholders and to define the interactions between them. Thus,

the use of the policy cycle ensures transparent communication and

information between stakeholders, consultation, decision-making

and implementation processes.

The governance literature often focuses on the identification

of the relevant stakeholder groups and how they can be engaged

or involved in participatory processes. The literature shows that

citizens are often addressed for content generation, whilst the

public sector agencies are seen as primarily responsible for

providing participation opportunities, collecting and managing the

knowledge create, but practitioners are also increasingly being

involved, so their role needs to be conceptualized and explained in

more depth (Christensen, 2021). Whilst there is an extensive body

of literature on knowledge management in the private sector, in

the public sector context, the literature on knowledge management

is more limited. We therefore identify the following research

gap: as participatory processes become increasingly complex,

the involvement of practitioners and the management of their

knowledge is central to achieving the aims of public participation.

Thus, the aim of this research is 2-fold: first, to study practitioners’

role as a stakeholder in the context of public participation, and

second, to show how the policy cycle can be used to collect,

structure and managed practitioners’ expertise for the design of

participation projects. This empirical study answers the following

research questions:

1. How can the policy cycle be used as a knowledge management

framework to collect and structure practitioners’ expert

knowledge for designing participation processes?

2. What is the role of practitioners and experts in the development

of public participation projects?

3. Research design

To answer these research questions the following section

describes the research design, including the research case, the

selected methods, the qualitative sequential analysis, and a

description of the data collection process.

3.1. Research case: public participation in
Austria

Participation is a central element in Austrian democracy: the

constitution includes participation rights and participation can

occur at policy or legislative level, for planning activities, program

development or specific projects (Höchtl and Edelmann, 2021).

Citizens and organizations have the right to convenient, simple

and barrier-free electronic communication with PSOs (E-GovG,

2004), and there is an increasing focus on digital communication

to support participation and engagement (Bundesministerium

für Digitalisierung und Wirtschaft, 2017). Each participation

initiative is designed on a case-by-case basis, but the legal

requirements must be fulfilled (Höchtl and Lampoltshammer,

2019). In Austria, participation projects should not only focus

on citizens but also give experts, interest groups, chambers, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), environmental protection

organizations, or social organizations the opportunity to engage

(Bundesministerium für Digitalisierung undWirtschaft, 2020). The

Austrian case is particularly interesting as public participation is of

particular importance to PSOs, who aim to develop a user-centric

public administration.

3.2. The sequential qualitative approach

Our research questions address the role of practitioners

and managing their knowledge in the participatory process.

Understanding the role of a specific group of stakeholders in

the participatory process and extrapolating value for academic

literature and practitioners requires a careful approach. This

influences the methodological design of such a study (Massaro

et al., 2015). Triangulation of different methods in qualitative

design has been seen as an approach to increase the impact of

the methods used, and especially the social sciences have provided

strategies to address the issues arising from the multimethod

analysis of data drawn from social interactions (Meijer et al.,

2002; Mik-Meyer, 2020). An argument has been made to select

a variety of methods in a sequential qualitative setting (Morse,
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2010). The triangulation of different qualitative methods may help

to understand the social aspects that influence why, how, and

when certain actors share their knowledge to contribute to the

design of public participation processes. Therefore, it is necessary

to allow individuals to participate in the debate around knowledge

management by identifying what they need to “feel at ease to share

and create knowledge” (Rechberg and Syed, 2014, p. 435).

The active participation in the design and organization of

knowledge management processes influences the research itself and

the methods to explore these developments. Massaro et al.’s (2015)

literature review on knowledge management research in the public

sector shows that a common barrier is the engagement between

researchers and the public sector employees. The collaborative

approach to generating knowledge can methodologically be

grounded in action research, specifically, participatory action

research (PAR; Perz et al., 2021). This approach allows for the

transdisciplinary integration of different areas of research (Perz

et al., 2021), such as public participation, stakeholder engagement,

policy and knowledge management through a variety of qualitative

methods (Kujala et al., 2022). In addition to the focus on

the involvement of specific stakeholders in the research process

PAR is characterized by involving the researcher directly in the

process (Berman, 2017). The objective of PAR is to improve the

appearance of the community or specific domains of interest

to them (Reason and Bradbury, 2001; Dick, 2004; Whitehead

and McNiff, 2006; Berman, 2017). To achieve this, the research

process follows specific steps, mostly a variation of planning,

action, critical observation and reflection (Fitzgerald et al., 2015),

making it possible to combine different methods to live and

design the knowledge generating moment in a collaborative

process between researchers and community (Westhues et al.,

2008). PAR encourages mutual learning (Fitzgerald et al., 2015;

Berman, 2017) and consequently the exchange and development

of knowledge (Perz et al., 2021). Community-based participatory

action research (CBPAR) is a methodological approach that focuses

on seeking solutions to practical issues, generating evidence-based

knowledge for improving practice, and empowering participants

for change action (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006; Ivankova, 2017).

To integrate the different qualitative methods and a CBPAR

approach we used a sequential qualitative design following Creswell

(2014), and applied different methods of data collection that

build on each other in order to define with the practitioners the

specific problem situation and to identify relevant dimensions to

be investigated.

3.3. Data collection

According to a sequential qualitative mixed methods design

(Morse, 2010), conducting the study includes the application

of different qualitative methods during the direct interaction

between participants of the research. In this study, these are the

public participation experts and the researchers. The researchers,

planned, moderated, participated in, documented, and evaluated

the interactions with the stakeholders, consequently actively

partaking in the activities. The entire data collection phase was

iterative: Each phase of the research was built on the previous one

and participants were constantly informed on the results they had

previously obtained.

The project was commissioned by the Austrian Federal

Ministry for Arts, Culture, the Civil Service and Sports, Department

III/C/9 - Strategic Performance Management and Public Sector

Innovation. The participating researchers planned and organized

the workshops and activities together with the public servants

responsible for the project. The invitation to participate in

the workshops was send to the ministry’s database of public

participation experts, which had been updated beforehand as part

of the project. Invitees were free to register for and attend the

workshops in person (and for Workshop 4, held online). As

the participants were contacted by the ministry, the participants

provided their informed consent to the ministry when registering

for the workshops or the consultation. At the beginning of each

workshop, they were informed about themethods of data collection

and signed the agreement regarding the anonymous use of the

data collected. The invitation process and all GDPR relevant data

were handled by the ministry as the organizer of the workshops.

In addition, every workshop provided a detailed summary of the

previous workshop, the current status and future steps of the

project and the “why” of every activity. Documentation was stored

on a secure university server and the raw data was only accessible

to and handled by the researchers in charge of the project. Ethical

considerations are especially important in public participation

projects to ensure the trust of participants and create transparent

processes in safe spaces. The project was not only meant to suggest

the use of the policy cycle in public participation, but a public

participation process itself, so the researchers and public servants

took transparency and ethical considerations into account for every

step of the project.

Each workshop lasted between three (online) and four (offline)

hours. For the consultation, only practitioners who had attended

at least one of the workshops beforehand were invited. In the

consultation these practitioners had 21 days to comment a draft

version of the project results. Throughout the project, 84 experts

from 51 different institutions participated in the workshops. Most

of the participants (61%) who registered for the workshops came

from the public sector, as can be seen in Table 1. While the majority

of participants of the workshops had a public sector background,

private sector companies and academic/scientific organizations

were involved too, allowing us to better understand how knowledge

between different experts is shared.

3.3.1. Workshops
Workshops are a research method that can be used to

draw a relationship between the workshop form and its

outcomes (Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). They foster engagement,

collaborative discussions and constructive feedback between

the participants with the workshop facilitator, and in this

particular study, the researchers and the organizers (Lain, 2017).

The engagement in workshops is often very intense, allows

the researcher to gather data through collaboratively shared

experiences, and are regarded as being one of the primary ways of

obtaining information-rich data that help establish the credibility

of results from a qualitative study (Creswell and Poth, 2016).
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TABLE 1 Background of actors participating in the public participation

process.

Area of
practice

Number of experts Number of
institutions

Public sector
(supranational
level)

1 51 1

Public sector
(county level)

21 10

Public sector
(municipal level)

7 2

Public sector
(national level)

5 3

Public institutions 8 4

NGOs 9 5

Private companies 10 10

Academia/scientific
institutions

13 7

Other 10 9

∑
84

∑
51

With a cooperative design researchers, workshop organizers and

participants work together, and the transparent and mindful

documentation of the results are important factors in such

workshops (Schön, 1983).

Three workshops were organized, each addressed one of the

following topics: “Participation in the Policy Cycle,” “Design

and Methods,” and “Guiding Principles of Participation.” The

methods employed during each workshops included keynotes,

small-group brainstorming sessions (Heslin, 2009), and the world

café methodology (Carson, 2011) in order to identify success

factors, barriers, design and methods for each topic.

During the first workshop, “Participation in the Policy Cycle,”

the theoretical background of the policy cycle was discussed. All

the experts contributed during the brainstorming sessions to all

the policy cycle phases, that is, agenda setting/topic identification,

analysis and policy discussion, policy formulation, decision-

making, implementation, and evaluation (described as continuous

monitoring). The discussions addressed issues such as how digital

participation is organized, best practices for each policy cycle

phase and examples of participation projects in Austria and other

countries. The comprehensive list of the projects and examples

mentioned was expanded by the experts throughout the next

workshops and published on a public sector website.

During the second workshop, brainstorming and world café

methods were used again. The experts were invited to brainstorm

on the design of digital, analog and hybrid formats of public

participation projects using the policy cycle, best practices, as well

as the new insights and ideas generated during the first workshop.

The third workshop focused on the most practical aspects of

public participation processes, namely participatory instruments

and tools. Based on best practices and design approaches identified

in the previous workshops, participants discussed which methods

and tools where available and how they could be applied best in

participation scenarios. The relevant criteria for the selection of

methods, i.e., analog or digital techniques for the implementation

of a participation project were identified in this workshop.

These workshops specifically aimed to collect participants’

knowledge and experiences on designing participatory projects and

how they use digital tools. The results from each workshop were

collected in the form of memos, protocols, visual documentation

such as photographs and posters. The data generated during

these workshops were collected digitally and made available online

to participants.

3.3.2. Online consultation
The data collected during the first three workshops was

protocolled, analyzed, and structured thematically according to the

workshop topics. The themes provided the structure and contents

for a draft policy on public participation, presented as a green paper

to the participants for additional comments, ideas and insights

on the online discussion platform discuto.io. A green paper is

a consultation document to stimulate discussion on given topics

with the relevant stakeholders and may result in the production

of a white paper (EUR-Lex, 2022). Thirty experts participated in

the online consultation and provided 170 comments to the draft,

addressing how key aspects are understood. We revised the paper

based on these comments, that mainly concerned its contents

and comprehensibility. The revised version of the green paper

was the result of iterative writing steps and made available to

the participants.

3.3.3. Online workshop
Originally, the final workshop was to provide participants a

revised draft of the green paper, the opportunity to further discuss

it and so elicit further insights and ideas. Given the lock-down

imposed by the Austrian government as a response to the outbreak

of the COVID-19 pandemic, the fourth workshop was held online.

The online format provided an opportunity the public authority

to test an innovative digital tool (Zoom) for a digital participatory

process. This final online workshop combined the presentation of

the green paper, online keynotes, a panel discussion, and small-

group discussions held in online breakout rooms.

Topics of the workshop were ideas to improve and finalize

the green paper as well as further discussion on PSOs’ use of

public participation in crisis situations, given the recent experiences

with the COVID-19 pandemic. The panel discussion was recorded,

and the results of the workshop and its breakout sessions were

protocolled by three researchers. The main ideas of the breakout

sessions were documented and prioritized by the experts on virtual

whiteboards. For many participants it was the first time of using

these. The results of the discussion were once again documented,

analyzed, and included in the final version of the green paper.

4. Findings

The empirical study uses sequential qualitative design

(Creswell, 2014) and the findings were derived in two ways:

first, from the participants’ expertise contributed during the
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participatory process, with the online and offline workshops and

the consultation activities building on each other, and second,

through the participation of the researchers in these the activities

(Massaro et al., 2015). We first deductively derived an initial

coding list based on the use of the policy cycle in the participation

literature and then inductively operationalized the categories from

the data collected during the workshops (transcripts, information

sheets) to derive a framework of knowledge management in

participatory processes.

The results provide insights into two dimensions: first, the as

the data collection processes were designed as part of a public

participation project, we were able to understand how the policy

cycle can be used to design participation and how to integrate

different contents and digital and analog methods into the policy

cycle phases; second, the need to consolidate the knowledge about

practitioners and their role in public participation.

This section shows the findings derived from the data,

first presenting the use of the policy cycle to frame to design

participation projects, and second, presenting insights on the role

of practitioners in public participation processes.

4.1. Using the policy cycle to manage
knowledge

Our findings show that the experts differentiate between

different types of participation in the context of the policy cycle.

A public participation project may be continuous, i.e., span all or

several phases of the policy cycle, or be more punctual, i.e., focused

on a specific phase of the policy cycle. According to the Austrian

practitioners the type of the participation effort may also vary on

the basis of whether it provides information, a consultation, or

cooperation (Parycek and Edelmann, 2009):

• Information: Information is seen as providing the basis

on which further participation possibilities evolve,

and transparency (possibly through the use of ICTs)

as indispensable for taking informed decisions, citizen

engagement and new forms of public-private partnerships.

• Consultation: the involved parties (citizens, companies, and

NPOs) can express their opinion and provide answers to the

questions posed, make proposals or official statements on

submitted drafts Communication flows between the public,

representatives in legislation (MPs) and/or the stakeholders in

public administration, but the extent of civil society’s influence

on the decision can differ considerably.

• Cooperation: the state and civil society allow participants to

have their say. Achieving a high impact in e-participation

requires intense, electronically supported communication

between all stakeholders and the people responsible for

planning and the public.

Table 2 below shows the all the projects (27 altogether)

identified according to each phase of the policy cycle and, if this

information was available, the degree of participation. If the project

included different degrees of participation, then the highest degree

was chosen (i.e., if a project was informational, but also included a

consultation, it was labeled as a consultation).

The projects show that in practice, public participation is

common in nearly all phases of the policy cycle. While there are

no examples of projects with an agenda setting phase, one project

contained the evaluation phase, but these phases are covered by

participation projects that have either include several or all phases

of the policy cycle.

Based on the projects identified in the first workshop, the

practitioners identified the success factors, challenges, and barriers

for each phase of the policy cycle. Table 3 shows the practitioners’

assessment on success factors, challenges, and barriers for public

participation in each phase of the policy cycle.

The results show that the design of participation processes

using the policy cycle must consider who, whom, when and in

what form participation should occur, and, at the same time,

the financial, personnel, temporal and framework conditions

and, context-dependent requirements. During the workshops,

the use of both analog and digital methods for participation

projects was highlighted, and practitioners described their positive

and negative experiences with the use of social media and

digital tools. They noted that digital tools are often only

used for communication and survey purposes, to inform or

consult citizens and other stakeholders. But there are additional

options that can be considered: IT systems support the digital

implementation of participation methods and the digitalization

of participation processes. This can increase the variety of

participatory methods, digital tools and participatory processes.

The practitioners highlighted that any digital method or tool

selected must fit the policy cycle phase. This shows the need

to consider:

• For the design of public participation:

– Degree of public participation.

– Effort and costs (incl. time).

– Success factors and challenges.

• For methods applied.

– Aim of the method.

– Data protection and privacy.

– Accessibility.

– Strengths/weaknesses of the method.

– Possible combinations with other methods.

– Monitoring and evaluation of the use of methods.

• For the organization/stakeholders conducting the

participant process.

– Competencies required for the design and implementation.

– Functions and responsibilities.

– Preparation, implementation, follow-up.

Not all digital applications and solutions commonly used

by practitioners can be used by public sector, such as certain

social networks or messenger services. This raises the need to

consider which digital tools and applications can be used by
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TABLE 2 Type of participation projects in the context of the policy cycle phase.

Policy cycle phases Number of identified public
participation projects

Degree of participation (if identified)

Information Consultation Cooperation

All phases 4 1 2

Several phases 3 2 1

Agenda setting -

Analysis and policy discussion 4 1 2

Policy formulation 4 1 2

Decision 5 5

Implementation 6 1 4

Evaluation 1 1

all stakeholders and public partners and integrated into existing

participatory processes. At the same time, the context of the

participation process, the policy cycle phase, the participants’

competences (thus also digital skills, knowledge of participation

processes, organization, and project management) and expected

duration or frequency of their involvement will determine which

digital solutions may represent the best choice. Providing an

overview of the new technologies available can support public

sector organizations make the best choices, and the specific phase

of the policy cycle will also help achieve the ideal digital fit.

Using the policy cycle as a framework can help guide—

in coordination with the set participation goals—every selection

and decision within the policy cycle phase. Thus, the focus is

not on a specific measure or instrument in terms of better or

worse, but on the question of how defined and set objectives

can be achieved within the specific phase of the policy cycle.

Outcomes from all the policy cycle phases and evaluation results

help further the development of participatory processes, and the

selection of digital tools, processes, and communication channels

for public participation.

4.2. Practitioners as stakeholders in public
participation

The complexity of political-administrative decision-making

and design processes, the growing demands for data protection,

transparency, diversity, accessibility, and equality, as well as the

continuous development of new technologies, pose challenges for

the designers of participatory processes. Planning participation

processes must consider the set objectives, the stakeholders, how

participation influences each policy cycle phase, the connection(s)

between each cycle phase and decision-making.

Our research addresses the need identified by Massaro

et al. (2015) of bringing together the relevant stakeholders. Our

study supported the exchange of stakeholders from different

institutions and different public participation projects and shows

that practitioners have vast knowledge in developing and adapting

the participation process to the specific context in order to achieve

the best outcomes possible, knowledge that contributes to a broad

and holistic understanding of public participation. Table 4 shows

that there many formats and methods for public participation

and classifies the practitioners’ knowledge according to the type

of participation.

While factors such as the design, guiding principles and

reacting to unexpected changes span the whole of the policy cycle,

practitioners pointed out specific designs and methods useful for

various types of public participation. The different policy cycle

phases contain varying success factors, challenges, and barriers.

Aside from a disruptive crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic,

there are also disruptive technologies and innovations that may

have a significant effect on the design and implementation of

public participation projects. Practitioners carefully consider the

factors identified for each policy cycle, but also engage extensively

in defining the framework of the project, supporting cooperation

between organizations, and managing stakeholders. Based on their

own experience and external knowledge, experts may select a

specific process, design, and method to achieve the specific goal of

the participation process, and to adapt them to the context. This

makes them a valuable contributor and thus a key stakeholder in

participatory processes and projects.

5. Discussion

Policy makers need to find ways of engaging the public and

representatives in decision-making processes and create public

value (Bidwell and Schweizer, 2021). As public participation

projects include several stakeholders and may have several,

even conflicting, objectives, use different participation methods,

techniques, information artifacts, and technical facilities, they

become increasingly complex (Sæbø et al., 2011; Scherer and

Wimmer, 2016). The same time, Mergel (2015) suggests that a

change of paradigm can be seen in the public sector, moving from a

“need-to-know” to a “need-to-share” information, a paradigm that

includes dimensions such as openness, conversations, inclusion,

co-creation, and real-time feedback cycles. In order to utilize

and benefit from existing knowledge and be able to adapt

to a changing and unpredictable environment or to respond

adequately to a crisis such as COVID-19 (United Nations, 2020), an

exchange of knowledge is essential. When the focus of stakeholder
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TABLE 3 Success factors, challenges, and barriers for public participation in the di�erent phases of the policy cycle.

Success factors Challenges Barriers

Agenda setting - Sufficient resources (including time)
- Good participation of
the administration

- Creating new participation processes
vs. engaging in “novel” processes
- Thematic polarization, especially in
social media
- Knowing/understanding the target
group
- Resources (especially time)
- Participant motivation
- Data protection regulations
- Potential fears of the public sector

- No political interest in
participation projects

Analysis and policy discussion - Identify people for the role of spanning
boundaries
- Early and open involvement; accessible
processes
- Consider commonalities and
differences of stakeholders
- Cooperation between and
commitment of stakeholders
- Goal-oriented combination of offline
and online formats
- Present prototypes for feedback
- Clear political mandate
- Ensure security against manipulation

- Expectations regarding the decision
- Participation should not be a
marketing gimmick
- Formulate framework conditions
- Communicate abstract content and
issues
- Implementation of decision
- Selection of stakeholders and
combination of different visions
- Network management and breaking
boundaries
- Decisions need decision-making
processes
- Political commitment
- Consideration of strategies
- Resources need to be made available
- Tension between privacy/security and
traceability
- Potential risks of online formats

- Changes in the political framework
conditions
- Resistance from influential
actors/political resistance
- Maintaining attention/determining
timely balance
- Discrimination
- Not accessible language
- Lack of moderation

Policy formulation - Functional and well-designed systems
- Relevance of the decision
- Usability
- Involvement of a wide range of diverse
stakeholders
- Strong technical support

- Time
- Resources
- Effort

- Lack of participation
- Expired deadlines

Decision - Communicate clear rules at the
beginning
- People get involved mainly in issues
that concern them
- Separate process support from
decision-making
- Disclose interests clearly
- Comprehensibility

- Time (length of the process)
- Make results accessible
- Ongoing changes in the process
- How to become part of/leave the
activity
- Democratic legitimacy and
responsibility
- “Escalation” through procedural stages

- Decision-making processes

- Does politics really want to give
“power” out of its hands

Implementation - Framework conditions e.g., childcare,
reimbursement of travel costs, quality of
space, catering
- Curation/editing of the online
discourse
- Kick-off before digital participation
- Formulation of the invitation, e.g.,
formulate as a question
- Random selection of participants

- Ensure diversity of participants, also
within the organization
- Reaching citizens
- Convey personal advantages
- Tight legal framework
- Organizational culture of
the administration

- Timeframe of digital
participation activities

Evaluation - Good Practice
- Encouragement
- Understanding

- Commitment of
regions/municipalities/cities
- Standard work/reference framework to
accompany external processes
- Minimum
standards/formats/know-how/agendas
(commissioning for municipalities)
- Communication framework

- Control vs. steering
- Uncertainty vs. possibility space
- Matching with the political process

participation is on collecting the citizens’ input or knowledge

co-creation together with citizens, then knowledge management

must be made a central issue in public participation projects

(see e.g., Graversgaard et al., 2017). Ipe (2003) defines knowledge

management as “the act of making knowledge available to others

within the organization (sic)” [p. 341]. It involves the dissemination
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TABLE 4 Central characteristics of public participation in accordance with di�erent degrees of the public participation process.

Information Consultation Cooperation

Design of public participation projects - Top-Down communication;
publication of (working) results
- On- or offline

- Bottom-up or Top-Down; possibility
for open design;
- Invitation of stakeholders to evaluate a
projects/different possible decision
outcomes
- Often online

- Sharing ideas on a higher level,
possibly accompanied by analysis,
scientific insights
- On- or offline

Methods for public participation - Roadshow
- Letter/E-Mail/Newsletter
- Digital press release

- Focus group
- Online Consultation
- Digital political arena
- (online) interviews
- Livestreams with feedback option
- Online votes or surveys

- Dynamic facilitation
- Mediation
- Round Table
- World Café
- Online discussion

Guiding principles of public
participation

- Comply to legal context
- Agree on process design
- Conduct a stakeholder analysis
- Ensure transparency and comprehensibility
- Ensure equality and impartiality
- Freedom from discrimination

Principles of participation during times
of crisis

- Ensure a timely response
- Communicate
- Define responsibilities
- Ensure the quality of the methods (quality vs. timeframe)
- Ensure accessibility
- If a change from off- to online is necessary and possible
identify which aspects can be brought to the digital area/ -
Learn and apply learnings also to situations after the crisis
(Which methods and formats work, which competences are
necessary to use tools and to improve future reactions)

of innovative ideas, can be considered as the basis of creativity and

innovation within organizations (Armbrecht et al., 2001; Lin, 2007).

Ipe’s (2003) conceptual framework suggests that knowledge is

influenced by the motivation of individuals to engage in knowledge

sharing, the nature of the knowledge shared, the opportunities

available for individuals to share and, above all, the culture of the

particular work environment. Whilst private sector organizations

use several knoweldge management techniques, public sector

organizations too must be able to manage the content and

knowledge collected from andmade available to the public, not find

themselves in a position where they are overwhelmed or unable to

use the data collected (Edelmann et al., 2017).

In this research, we aimed to investigate policy cycle can

be used as a knowledge management framework to design

participatory processes, and to understand the role of practitioners

in participation projects. Thus, we wanted to answer the following

two questions: First, how can the policy cycle be used as

a knowledge management framework to collect and structure

practitioners’ knowledge for designing participation processes?

Second, how can the policy cycle be used to incorporate digital tools

and processes into the design of public participation? Answering

the research questions shows that the policy cycle can be used

to frame a holistic understanding of public participation and that

practitioners are an important stakeholder in public participation,

more than has been considered in the literature so far.

Our findings point to some important issues in the design of

public participation projects and the use of a knowledge framework

in the public sector. First, we identified how the policy cycle can

be used as a knowledge management framework in the design of

participation processes. This begins by locating the participation

initiatives in the context of the government policy cycle as this

allows to explore how a policy is interpreted and enacted by

the practitioners in local contexts and organizations. Second, our

analysis shows how the policy cycle can be used for managing

information collected in public participation projects, and that it

can be used to help with the selection and implementation of

digital tools and processes best suited to a particular participatory

project. Third, the results show how the policy cycle can help with

the selection and implementation of digital tools and processes in

the design of participatory projects. Fourth, the use of sequential,

participative, qualitative methods allows for a holistic approach

to the use of digital applications and knowledge management in

the public sector, as well as an in-depth understanding of the

practitioners’ knowledge and role in public participation.

In this study we identified how the policy cycle can be

used as a knowledge management framework in the design of

participation processes. This begins by locating the participation

initiatives in the context of the government policy cycle as

this allows to explore how a policy is interpreted and enacted

by the practitioners in local contexts and organizations. The

policy cycle was used as a knowledge framework for collecting

practitioners’ knowledge and experiences in public participation.

The policy cycle allows PSOs to consider in a structured manner

how to prepare, design and implement the participation project

in terms of different competencies different stakeholders must

have, their functions and responsibilities. The practitioners came

from different PSOs, public institutions, NGOs, private companies

and scientific companies, and the policy cycle was successfully

implemented as a knowledge management framework to collect,

share and collate their knowledge in a format that is available to
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all Austrian PSOs (Rosenbichler et al., 2020). The findings gained

show that the policy cycle, can be used as a knowledge management

framework to be able to carefully select the tools to systematically

collect, structure and share stakeholders’ knowledge in different

participation processes.

The public sector cannot not simply absorb or incorporate new

digital tools into old administrative regimes and has to take care

to avoid vendor lock-in. Instead, public administrators have use

digital tools as a way to strategically manage user participation and

stakeholders (McNutt, 2014). Our analysis shows how the policy

cycle can be used to help with the selection and implementation of

digital tools and processes best suited to the aims of a particular

participatory project. In this study we therefore also consider

how the policy cycle can be used to incorporate digital tools and

processes into the design of public participation. Providing an

overview of the new technologies available can support users make

choices, but the phase of the policy cycle can help achieve the

ideal digital fit. By considering the phase, the digital methods,

formats, and tools will help to design the participation project

according to the degree of participation (information, consultation,

cooperation), the costs, the barriers that need to be addressed as

well as the factors that lead to success. The methods to be used

will be selected according to criteria such as the aim of the method

itself, the strengths and weaknesses of the method, data protection

and privacy issues, accessibility, how it can be combined with

other methods. The policy cycle not only provides the principles

for the design of the public participation project, but also helps

practitioners decide how to select the most suitable methods and

tools according to the policy cycle phase and to achieve the set aims.

While the different phases show varying success factors, challenges

and barriers, the results show that in all phases of the policy cycle

the participants are concerned with the selection, cooperation, and

management of the stakeholders, finding and managing the time

for the participation project and defining the framework. Based

on their own experience and external knowledge, practitioners

may select a specific process design and method to adopt public

participation processes to achieve their specific goal.

PSOs should be able to adapt to dynamic environments and

be able to respond to crisis-related system disruptions such as

epidemics or massive knowledge loss (Zenk et al., 2022). As the

COVID-19 lockdowns affected the research design of the project,

the topic of public participation in crisis situations and the need

to rapidly test innovative digital tools and processes became part

of the workshop series. The use of the policy cycle showed how

following guidelines is important, but that it is a flexible tool that

can be adapted to any situation and crisis. As the continuous

evaluation of the policy cycle represents an important phase, this

allows agile, resilient, and knowledgeable activities and adaptations

to changing situations. The use of the policy cycle to design the

workshop in the new COVID-19 context resulted in the creation

of additional knowledge on how to use the policy cycle to design

participation, digitally involve stakeholders in public participation

projects according to the different stages of the policy cycle and to

manage the content created.

Public sector organizations need to know who their

stakeholders are (Nabatchi et al., 2017) and understand the

relationships between stakeholders and the organization (Meijer,

2016), but most research focuses on the identification of the

relevant stakeholder groups that are to be engaged in participatory

processes. The production of content and knowledge through

stakeholders’ participation in public processes will continue with

increased access to tools, applications, databases and knowledge,

and increased transparency and skills (Tapscott and Williams,

2006). In an increasingly digital environment, public sector

organizations must also be able to understand how stakeholders’

needs and values change accordingly (Scupola and Mergel,

2022), ensure that organizational aims are being achieved and

that the (costly) technological investments have the expected

impact (Bason, 2018; Lember et al., 2019). All stakeholders play

an important role in participatory processes, one particular

group has so far not played a prominent role in literature, even

though their role is increasingly important for the design of

successful participation projects. Although PSOs rely on experts’

and practitioners’ professional knowledge to develop successful

participation projects (Barry and Legacy, 2023), their role,

involvement and contribution is not well-accounted for, and

then, often only theoretically. In some, e.g., Austria, participation

projects should not only focus on citizens as stakeholders, but

also consider others as stakeholders too, including experts.

Some authors (see e.g., Ferm and Tomaney, 2018; Linovski,

2019) are critical of the increasing involvement of experts and

practitioners in shaping public sector processes, but in this

empirical study we show that the diversity of the practitioners’

knowledge contributes different types of insights and knowledge,

and, in terms of Freeman’s stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984),

will affect the achievement of public participation processes.

The results gained here provide in-depth understanding of the

practitioners’ knowledge and role in public participation. In this

project, we were able to empirically collect, combine, analyze, and

consolidate the practitioners’ knowledge and thus their role as a

stakeholder that significantly contributes to public participation,

even in times of crisis. Given the proliferation of different methods

and approaches for facilitating public participation, and that

practitioners’ knowledge must be collected and managed in

a way that is accessible to others, the policy cycle allows the

greatest flexibility. The policy cycle can be used to collect and use

practitioners’ knowledge in a structured manner, and the results

show how their expertise and knowledge are key to developing

sustainable practices that can adapt to change and also improve

future public participation processes (Flak and Rose, 2005).

We were able to answer the research questions, but this study

also had some unexpected findings. Knowledge sharing and its

managament are understood to be important as knowledge can

help the organization have a competitive advantage and thus create

economic value (Hendriks, 1999). Knowledge management needs

to be available for public sector organizations, so that they can easily

access, maintain and update the relevant knowledge they need in

order to fulfill and implement European and national policies on

public participation. Public sector organizations need to achieve

economic value by engaging in collaborative governance (Newman

et al., 2004) and use digital tools not only to gain more knowledge

(see e.g., Abbate et al., 2019), but also to manage and share this

knowledge with others. By collecting, managing and sharing this

knowledge in a structured way, it is possible to overcome known
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barriers in public participation such as a lack of political support.

We were particularly surprised by the practitioners’ willingness

to contribute their knowledge and experiences not only during

the workshops but in future too. Their key role as participation

stakeholders, particularly in the context of public sector governance

knowledge and management, but also an increasingly professional

and digital public participation needs to be recognized in the

participation literature and empirically analyzed in more depth.

6. Conclusion

This study contributes to the literature on public participation,

knowledgemanagement and stakeholder theory in the public sector

context. In this paper, we aim to contribute to the literature of

participatory planning to account for the both the digitalization and

professionalization of participation. Public participation is based

on stakeholders’ contribution and generation of new knowledge

and is to lead to the sustainable implementation of ideas and

solutions and the further development of participatory procedures,

for example by monitoring participation projects and evaluating

both the processes and outcomes. This study provides empirical

evidence on the role of practitioners as stakeholders in the

design of participation processes. The use of the policy cycle as

a framework for participation creates transparency in political-

administrative processes and at the same time, provides a common

framework of understanding between the political-administrative

system and the stakeholders, including the practitioners. It supports

the stakeholders address the political-administrative system in

an impact-oriented manner and enables the administration to

proactively identify and communicate participation requirements.

The use of the policy cycle thus not only helps to develop

participation processes, but also provides a format to collect

practitioners’ expertise and make it available to others. The policy

cycle thus creates an interface between the object of participation

and the administrative system.

This study has its limitations though: Although several

qualitative methods were used, quantitative methods should be

used to triangulate the results. Also, the framework was developed

expertise and knowledge but tested once only, in the COVID-

19 emergency context. Thus, future research could focus on two

aspects: First, on the role of practitioners as stakeholders in different

the different policy cycle phases, in different contexts, including

digital and hybrid formats, using different participation methods,

and focusing on different dimensions, such as their competences,

functions, and responsibilities; second, even though this project

was developed and evaluated using the policy cycle, we urge to

test the validity of the policy cycle by involving practitioners in the

development of a participation project that includes all the policy

cycle phases.
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