
98 disP 232 · 59.1 (1/2023) The impact of participatory decision-making 
on legitimacy in planning
Dilemmas and tensions in the Dutch municipal planning context

Gert Jan Dral, Patrick A. Witte and Thomas Hartmann

Abstract: Participative decision-making can of-
fer a route toward more democratic and legit-
imate decisions in spatial planning processes. 
Although more legitimacy is sometimes pre-
sented as a result of participative decision-mak-
ing, this relationship is more complex and not 
necessarily causal. This paper explores the re-
lationship between the forms of legitimacy and 
participation by utilising the input, through-
put, and output conceptualisation. In our three 
cases, we find that participative methods impact 
legitimacy differently. Participation relates to 
either throughput or output legitimacy depend-
ing on the objective of the participative method 
and process. For instance, participation allows 
stakeholders to voice opinions and gain insight 
into which stakes are balanced in spatial pro-
jects. These are typical examples of throughput 
legitimacy.
Furthermore, in our analysis, we draw four 
conclusions. First, that participation often is a 
means to another end. For instance, it may be 
used to build support or attract investment in 
spatial projects. Second, municipalities switch 
between forms of legitimacy in their deci-
sion-making during participation processes. 
Third, timing and the long time span of pro-
jects have a major impact on participation. And 
finally, the municipality needs to balance multi-
ple agendas. When this complex social, political 
and spatial context is not included in the equa-
tion of municipal participation, it can obstruct 
participation processes and delegitimise plan-
ning decisions.

Introduction

Designing democratic and inclusive strategies 
for urban development and decision-mak-
ing is a challenging task that cities face. In 
the shift from more government-oriented to-
ward more governance-oriented planning ap-
proaches legitimising these planning decisions, 
scholars point to pressing legitimacy dilemmas 
(Woestenburg et al. 2019). After all, there are 
multiple forms of legitimacy with their charac-
teristics and conditions. 

Participative decision-making presents a 
path toward more inclusive and democratic de-
cision-making in planning. However, the aca-
demic debate is divided about the benefits of 
participatory planning to achieve more legiti-
mate planning outcomes (Zakhour 2020). The 
challenge lies in the fact that more participa-
tive decision-making can have consequences 
for the legitimacy of those decisions and poses 
an opportunity and a threat to addressing le-
gitimacy deficits (Alexander et al. 2017). Some 
scholars argue that participative models en-
hance the legitimacy of planning decisions. In 
the academic literature, participative models 
are often presented as a way to make legiti-
mate planning decisions and ‘re-enchant’ our 
democracy (Boonstra 2011; Innes 2004; Healey 
2012). Participative decision-making directly 
leads to consensus-based plans in which public 
consent and support for the plan are generated 
by the participative process. In turn, this en-
hances the legitimacy of those decisions (Boon-
stra 2011). 

However, participation as a model is argued 
to diminish precisely the legitimacy of plan-
ning decisions (Day 1997). The discussion on 
the ‘democratic’ merits of participation appears 
to be a stalemate (Zakhour 2020; Swyngedouw 
2005; Nuisll, Heinrichs 2011; Schmitt, Wiech-
mann 2018). Enhanced legitimacy via participa-
tion in spatial planning is a controversial claim 
and is, therefore, much debated in urban plan-
ning, political science, and policy science.

Although a long-standing debate on partic-
ipation has created a formidable body of liter-
ature, the concept, applied in many different 
contexts, has become loaded with ideological, 
social, political, and methodological mean-
ing, giving rise to a wide range of interpreta-
tions (Laurence 2006; Reed 2008; Cornwall 
2008; Sprain 2016; Delgado 2018). How partic-
ipative decision-making affects legitimacy, al-
though sometimes presented as straightforward 
(Michiels et al. 2010; Healey 2003), is not clear-
cut. Other scholars argue that the relationship 
between participation and legitimacy, however, 
as mentioned in participation literature, is of-
ten left implicit (Taylor 2019). 
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work on legitimacy in the context of participa-
tion is carried out (Zakhour 2020). The main 
literature on legitimacy focuses on regional, 
not local, governance (Taylor 2019; Levelt et al. 
2013), environmental governance, and flood 
risk management (Buuren 2014; Alexander 
2017). How to use participation in practice to 
enhance the legitimacy of planning decisions is 
shrouded in fog.

An in-depth exploration of the relationship 
between participation on the one side and legit-
imacy on the other can help with understanding 
the link between these concepts. By opening up 
the container concept of participation, we aim 
to filter the (municipal) objectives of participa-
tion and link them to forms of legitimacy. In 
doing so, we provide an insight into the follow-
ing question:

How do the objectives of participation pro-
cesses in planning projects at a local level relate 
to different forms of legitimacy? 

Using the different forms of legitimacy 
in our exploration, we can paint a more col-
ourful picture of the link between legitimacy 
and participation, which is often presented as 
straightforward in participation literature. Fur-
thermore, a deeper understanding of the rela-
tionship between participation and legitimacy 
will allow practitioners to enhance the legit-
imacy of planning decisions via participative 
methods in planning practice. This understand-
ing can lead to a more targeted application of 
participative methods in planning.

This paper illustrates the complex rela-
tionship between participation and legitimacy 
within three different spatial projects of the 
Dutch municipality Haarlemmermeer in which 
the municipality has experimented with differ-
ent participative methods. The projects differ 
in terms of scale, abstraction, time span, and 
the objectives of the participation process. The 
remainder of this paper is structured as follows. 

The debate on participation in planning is 
outlined in Section 2. Next, the concept of le-
gitimacy is theoretically explored. Building on 
Scharpf’s (1999) and Schmidt’s (2013) models, 
participation is related to the different forms 
of legitimacy. This will serve as a conceptual 
model for analysing the three cases of the Haar-
lemmermeer participation programme. Section 
4 empirically analyses the relationship between 
participation and legitimacy and shows how the 
different forms of legitimacy relate to one an-
other. Finally, conclusions are drawn from this 
empirical analysis in Section 5, and points for 
discussion and future research are pointed out.

Planning, the public interest and  
participation

The introduction of participative methods 
started in the late 60s. Before this moment, 
planning actions were legitimated because they 
were based on professional judgment and ex-
pertise, carried out by the (local) government in 
the public interest (Alexander 2002). The pub-
lic challenged expert-driven, deterministic, and 
technocratic planning for the lack of inclusive-
ness and for generating undesirable outcomes 
(Taylor 2019; Schmitt et al. 2018). 

In response, a new body of literature ap-
peared that argued and promoted more demo-
cratic deliberation, equalising power relations, 
and the politicisation of apolitical technocratic 
planning processes (Taylor 2019). Faludi’s 
(1973) distinction between substantive and pro-
cedural theory highlights the shift in the aca-
demic debate on planning. Planning is not only 
about what a ‘good’ city should look like but 
also about how to organise and who to include 
in planning processes. This procedural take on 
planning also meant that the public interest 
is not only substantive, determined by profes-
sionals, but that its formulation is the result of 
a dialogue of involved actors (Alexander 2002).

One of the most influential papers is A lad-
der of participation by Arnstein (1969) about 
the relationship between the state and other 
actors. However, participation is promoted by 
many authors, and the goals pursued with par-
ticipative methods are numerous, namely: this 
approach enhances the quality of plans, raises 
support for plans, provides lessons and experi-
ence in citizenship, leads to a more open and 
diverse spatial planning process, builds trust 
between actors and ensures accountability (Cal-
deron 2020; Zakhour 2020; Innes et al. 2004; 
Michels et al. 2010). 

Scholars promoting participation point 
out that legitimacy’s enhancing capacity tends 
to concern: the fairness of the process (Tyler 
2003), the networks, the social capital gained 
from the experience (Putman 2001), and how 
mutual understanding (Habermass 1996) 
and moral agreement around political deci-
sion-making are expected to foster citizen en-
gagement and public trust toward democratic 
institutions (Healey 1997; Innes, Booher 2010). 
Although not mentioned directly, trust, ac-
countability, fairness of planning processes, 
and support and enhanced quality of plans can 
be described as elements of legitimacy (Buuren 
et al. 2011; Levelt et al. 2013; Needham et al. 
2011: 139). 
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planning brought promises of ‘re-enchanting 
democracy’ and the ability to enhance the le-
gitimacy of planning decisions (Boonstra 2011; 
Innes 2004; Healey 2012). Participation by 
members of stakeholder groups is underpinned 
by the principle that this enables policies and 
strategies to be shaped through collaborative 
deliberation (Healey 1997). This also implies 
that the formulation of the public interest is a 
collective effort based on dialogue between the 
involved stakeholders (Alexander 2002). With 
consensus as an explicit goal, participation in-
creases democratic legitimacy. This means le-
gitimacy is enhanced by the ability of partic-
ipants to make actual decisions via a form of 
deliberative democracy (Zakhour 2020).

Another group of scholars argues that par-
ticipative methods are the cornerstone of so-
cial innovation to (re-)empower ordinary citi-
zens in planning (Voorberg et al. 2015). With 
the introduction of market characteristics in 
planning systems, authors argue that the mar-
ket-oriented discourse, values, and goals be-
came dominant in planning and participa-
tive processes (Watson 2006; Calderon 2020). 
From this standpoint, the legitimacy of deci-
sions from participative (governance) processes 
is questioned (Swyngedouw 2005). From their 
perspective, governance models in a neoliberal 
planning system do not empower citizens but 
rather reinforce institutions in-between market 
and state. These institutions are out of public 
sight and there is a lack of public control over 
these institutions (Swyngedouw 2005). An in-
novative bottom-up planning process can (re-)
empower these groups, mainly citizens, that 
are otherwise excluded from decision-making. 
Therefore, they promote participative processes 
in which citizens can ‘co-produce’ or co-create 
to empower citizens. When empowered, poli-
cies that result from these open participation 
processes not only affect the local scale but 
have a wider effect. This process is described as 
social innovation (Moulaert 2013). 

Over the years of this long-lasting aca-
demic debate, perspectives on participative 
decision-making and its objectives, applicabil-
ity, and merits differ. Until this day, there is a 
lively academic debate on whether, how, and 
with whom participation in planning processes 
should take place. Participation can equally 
lead to more inequalities and injustice and 
be considered less legitimate (Zakhour 2020). 
Within these discussions, increasing legitimacy 
by participation is one of the most contested 
issues (Quick 2016). There is considerable dis-

agreement on the democratic merits of partic-
ipation (Davy 1997). Who is represented, how 
much influence they have (legitimate or other-
wise), and what tactics can be used to address 
exclusion – are central to the quality and legiti-
macy of public participation (Quick 2016). 

From this perspective, participation is not a 
neutral, apolitical process (Sprain 2016). Out-
siders can capture this process (Swyngedouw 
2005), or exclude certain minorities. The capac-
ity of participative decision-making for the en-
hancement of legitimacy is therefore not causal. 
Some studies show that participative methods 
improve the quality of decisions, but there is no 
clear-cut rule for what the level of involvement 
should be to achieve this improvement (Sprain 
2016).

Therefore, participation can be used in dif-
ferent planning contexts, stages of the planning 
process, and with different actors or types of 
actors. This also means that the effect of partic-
ipative instruments on planning decisions can 
vary. A s a consequence, the use of participa-
tive instruments in itself is not a guarantee of 
(greater) legitimacy (Alexander et al. 2017). One 
could say that, when done poorly, participa-
tion can lead to less democratic and legitimate 
decisions (Sprain 2016). But even when done 
‘right’, does participation enhance legitimacy? 
The capacity of participative instruments to en-
hance legitimacy, and the actual mechanisms to 
achieve that are often left implicit in participa-
tion literature (Taylor 2019). 

To shed more light on the relationship be-
tween participation processes and their impact 
on the legitimacy of planning decisions, we 
need to know what legitimacy means in (par-
ticipative) planning processes, because they of-
ten started aiming to enhance legitimacy. First, 
legitimacy needs to be conceptualised and re-
lated to participation.

Conceptualisation of legitimacy

Legitimacy has been a relevant theme in polit-
ical, policy and social science. It focuses pre-
dominantly on legitimacy in the context of the 
state, and the relationship with its subjects, as 
well as on the legitimacy of institutions beyond 
the state, such as international organisations 
such as the European Union (Billerbeck 2017). 

From this wider perspective, legitimacy is 
defined as the trust between the governing and 
the governed (Needham et al. 2011: 139). And 
consequently, the acceptance of decisions made 
by the governing, for the governed (Levelt et al. 
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the legitimacy of authority, as enjoyed, for ex-
ample, by divine rulers, or the legitimacy of 
consent. This consent can be based on rules, 
laws, regulations, and open democratic pro-
cedures (Fischer et al. 2007: 162). Legitimacy, 
therefore, has a close relationship with the con-
cept of legality. Legal actions are often consid-
ered legitimate and vice versa (Needham et al. 
2018: 140). But where laws and regulations are 
stable and robust, legitimacy is more flexible, 
depending on altering beliefs of/in society. The 
legitimacy of actions is, therefore, a quality to 
be earned. Therefore, legitimacy can conflict 
with legality. An action can, after all, be legal, 
but considered illegitimate.

Legitimacy encompasses various elements, 
and there is more than one way to enquire into 
the legitimacy of democratic decisions. The ba-
sis for the modern, normative definitions of le-
gitimacy concepts is picked up from the dictum 
on democracy by Abraham Lincoln. He stated 
that government ought to be by the people (po-
litical participation, citizen representation) and 
government for the people (governing effective-
ness) (Schmidt 2013). Legitimacy refers to the 
justifiability of a power relationship. It is related 
to trust and the relationship between the gov-
erning and the governed (Hartmann, Needham 
2018). It also relates to a political system or re-
gime. Finally, it may also concern particular po-
litical decisions, public institutions, or political 
actors (Follesdal 2006).

As a concept, scholars conceptualise legit-
imacy in different ways. A dominant concep-
tualisation of legitimacy was made by Scharpf 
(1970). This conceptualisation is based on sys-
tems theory on the one hand, merged with nor-
mative political theory on the other (Steffek 
2020). Scharpf (1970) distinguished two forms 
of legitimacy, namely: input legitimacy and out-
put legitimacy. Schmidt (2013) added a third 
form to this conceptualisation of legitimacy by 
introducing throughput legitimacy.

Input legitimacy is conceptually tied to ‘rep-
resentational deliberation’ and the inclusiveness 
and fair representation of different interests 
(Alexander 2017; Hartmann, Needham 2018). 
Input legitimacy flows from the system’s respon-
siveness to public preferences (Taylor 2019). 

Output legitimacy is constructed when pol-
icy decisions are publicly supported while solv-
ing public problems. A decision is legitimised 
when the performance of the policy is high 
(Steffek 2020; Taylor 2019). 

In turn, throughput legitimacy refers to the 
decision-making process. Schmidt described 

the policy- and decision-making process as a 
black box. What happens between the political 
input and policy output? A third form of legit-
imising decisions is the quality of this process. 
Actions by state bodies are considered legiti-
mate when citizens and relevant stakeholders 
are enabled to contribute to an effective, ac-
countable, and transparent policy process, dis-
regarding the outcome (Hartmann, Needham 
2018).

This particular conceptualisation is used in 
multiple contexts. Firstly, it is a framework for 
analysing European governance and European 
integration studies. Secondly, to study govern-
ance in waterworks and flood protection pro-
jects. I t is also used in the field of local and 
regional policy and urban governance (Levelt 
et al. 2013; Alexander et al. 2017; Taylor 2019). 
In this regard, throughput legitimacy is asso-
ciated with deliberation and cooperative deci-
sion-making.

Toward an analytical framework  
coupling participation objectives and 
forms of legitimacy

By defining input, throughput, and output legit-
imacy, multiple forms of legitimacy can be pur-
sued. Participation can have a different impact 
on input, output and throughput legitimacy de-
pending on the objective(s) of the participation 
process. After all, participation is a concept that 
can have different objectives and legitimacy is a 
concept with multiple attributes. In this section, 
we discuss which participation objectives corre-
spond with input, throughput and output legiti-
macy. Input and output legitimacy is considered 
a clear dichotomy. Input legitimacy is about 
representation, and output is about effective-
ness. These two can be considered substantive 
criteria. In addition, throughput legitimacy is 
the procedural criterion. However, the bound-
aries between input and output legitimacy are 
vague (Steffek 2020). 
• Input legitimacy is defined as the quality of 
representation of the public interest in state 
decisions. First, these decisions must be made 
by elected officials on behalf of the electorate 
they represent (Taylor 2019). In this way, they 
serve the public interest. But what is the pub-
lic interest? The public interest results from a 
public discussion in which multiple perspec-
tives, stakes, and agendas are put forward. In-
formation feeding the discussion can be the re-
sult of (scientific) research or expert knowledge, 
but also via participation. When a participative 
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new perspectives, stakes, agendas, or knowl-
edge, taking a dialogic approach to determin-
ing the public interest, it strengthens the input 
legitimacy of policy decisions by filling knowl-
edge gaps (Alexander 2017). A second element 
is when participation is initiated in the planning 
process (Delgado 2011).
• Throughput legitimacy refers to the quality 
of the decision-making process. It focuses on 
questions concerning whether all necessary 
steps are taken for a ‘good’ decision, connect-
ing to a deontic approach to the public interest 
(Alexander 2002). This form of legitimacy is 
often linked with participation. Elements that 
are important in constructing throughput le-
gitimacy are openness and transparency of the 
process, the ability for stakeholders to voice 
their opinion, accountability of decision-mak-
ers, procedural fairness, and equity of stake-
holders (Iusman 2017; Steffek 2020; Haus et al. 
2005). The debate on inclusiveness and partic-
ipation is a good example of how participation 
relates to throughput legitimacy. However, in-
clusiveness and representation also have a re-
lationship with input legitimacy (Steffek 2020).
• Output legitimacy is achieved if public prob-
lems are solved. To construct output legitimacy, 
support for policy decisions is needed, as well 
as the effectiveness of the policy. It can be de-
scribed as value for (public) money, therefore, 
linked to the utilitarian translation of the public 
interest. In planning, local governments often 
cannot afford to tackle multiple complex spa-
tial problems alone. In this case, governments 
need to make strategic alliances with third par-
ties to trigger investment. Participation, or gov-
ernance, aims to build partnerships of multiple 

investors that help to solve public problems 
and enhance output legitimacy. Their plans are 
legitimised by the fact that they solve public 
problems effectively. 
Participation can have different effects on all 
three forms of legitimacy depending on the 
objective of the participation process (Table 1). 
The analysis will focus on the following two 
steps to connect the participation process to 
form legitimacy. First, what is the initial ob-
jective and architecture of the participation 
process, and how did this develop over time? 
Second, how does that relate to either input, 
throughput, or output legitimacy? 

Case selection and methods

As stated in the previous section, legitimacy 
and participation have multiple meanings. 
Therefore, an in-depth analysis of how legit-
imacy plays a role in municipal participation 
is needed. Our analysis required a municipal-
ity large enough to have a variety of projects 
and different types of processes. This diversity 
broadens the analysis and deepens the under-
standing of legitimacy and participation. For 
our analysis, we chose the municipality of Haar-
lemmermeer. This Dutch municipality has ur-
ban environments and rural parts within its 
borders. In preparation for the new Dutch plan-
ning law, in which participation has a more 
central role in planning processes, this munic-
ipality made participative policy-making one 
of its priorities. In 2014/2015, the municipality 
of Haarlemmermeer set up a four-year pro-
gramme to experiment with more participa-
tion in policy-making : the Haarlemmermeer 

Form of legitimacy Objective of the participation process

Input legitimacy Quality of public participation in goal setting (Taylor 2019) 
Electoral process (Taylor 2019)
Inclusiveness of deliberation (Taylor 2019)

Throughput  
legitimacy

Inclusiveness (Buuren 2014; Iusman et al. 2017; Schmidt et al. 2019)
Voice (Buuren et al. 2014)
Efficacy of the process (Iusman et al. 2017)
Transparency of the process (Iusman et al. 2017; Schmidt et al. 2019)
Openness of the process (Iusman et al. 2017; Schmidt et al. 2019)
Accountability of the process (Iusman et al. 2017; Schmidt et al. 2019)

Output legitimacy Governability/deliver socially valued outcomes (Alexander 2017)  
Participation objectives to implement policy decisions (Buuren 2014)
Public support (Scharpf 1999)
Trigger investment to enhance feasibility and effective implementation of plans.

Tab. 1: Forms of legitimacy  
and objectives of participation 
processes.



disP 232 · 59.1 (1/2023) 103Participation Action Plan. Therefore, this par-
ticular municipality had a lot of different par-
ticipative projects. The selected participation 
processes are done and so could be subjected 
for this ex-post evaluation. 

The main goal of this action plan was to ex-
periment with participative instruments in dif-
ferent forms. Not only did the initiators of the 
program me try to enhance the quality of the 
plans, but they also tried to find a way of in-
volving more citizens in municipal policy-mak-
ing. Indirectly, the programme aimed to better 
legitimise the policy decisions of the munic-
ipality. All the chosen cases were part of the 
Haarlemmermeer action plan, but they differed 
in participation method, planning phase (pro-
cess), and complexity and abstractness (object). 
These differences can impact the objective of 
participation (Berman 2017) and, therefore, the 
way it impacts legitimacy. 

The selected cases were part of a wider eval-
uation of the participation policy programme 
of the municipality. This evaluation consisted of 
nine cases, 34 semi-structured interviews with 
27 respondents, and extensive document analy-
sis. These were used to reconstruct all participa-
tion processes and create timelines for all nine 
projects. The analysed documents consisted of 
policy papers, letters, accounts of participa-
tion events, articles from local newspapers, and 
written correspondence with participants.

This analysis is based on policy documents 
and 11 semi-structured interviews. The inter-
views were first held with project leaders and 
then with participants to establish the objec-
tive and development of the participation pro-
cess. Interviews focussed on four topics: the 
course of events, the aim of the participation 
process, a reflection on decision-making and 
legitimacy, and finally, the effect of the partic-
ipation process. All interviews were conducted 
after the participation processes were finished. 
Based on the analysis of the documents and the 
interviews, we could reconstruct a timeline, and 
participants were able to reflect on the partic-
ipation process. The documents used for the 
analysis were the finalised and official spatial 
plans, such as the spatial and economic strategy 
for Rijsenhout and Hoofddorp Centraal. Also, 
written recordings from participation events, 
the participation policy paper of the munici-
pality, and formal municipal correspondence 
were used. The final step was to use the forms 
of legitimacy as an analytical lens for each par-
ticipation process. How did the participation 
process aim to enhance either input, through-
put and output legitimacy? Did the participative 
efforts raise dilemmas concerning legitimacy? 
And how did this affect the outcomes of these 
specific cases?

We used three different types of cases, 
namely: a brownfield development (Hoofddorp 

Map 1; Municipality of  
Haarlemmermeer and the  
location of the three cases.
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ing places (Floriande) and the spatial and eco-
nomic strategy Rijsenhout. All cases were situ-
ated in the municipality of Haarlemmermeer 
(Map 1).

All three cases were projects defined by the 
municipality as part of the Haarlemmermeer 
action plan and, therefore, in theory, had a clear 
beginning and end. In practice, however, the 
discussions on the transformation of these ar-
eas had a longer history than the particular 
projects. This historical context impacted the 
participation processes and, therefore must be 
part of the analysis. For this reason, we chose to 
do an ex-post evaluation and include the con-
text to paint a fuller picture of the participation 
processes. Furthermore, it gives more insight 
into why events unfolded in this way.

Cases and discussion

The case studies are structured as follows. First, 
we reconstruct the participation process as part 
of the planning process. This will provide not 
only a description of the participation process, 
but also the wider context in which the par-
ticipation process was set. After that, we focus 
on the objectives of the municipality regarding 
participation by using the analytical framework 
(Table 1). This will allow us to relate the partici-
pation objective to the different input, through-
put, or output legitimacy forms.

Spatial and Economic Strategy 
Rijsenhout

Timeline

Rijsenhout is a small town on the east side 
of the Haarlemmermeer polder, dominated by 
horticulture as part of the Greenport Aalsmeer. 
This town needed a new spatial and economic 
strategy for its future development. Due to for-
eign competition, a lot of small-scale green-
houses are out of use, and many entrepreneurs 
are not able to upscale their businesses. As a 
consequence, many of the small-scale green-
houses are dilapidated. This process resulted in 
a lack of investment in this area and the decline 
of the town. 

In 2006, the municipality decided that re-
structuring and modernisation of the town’s 
horticulture were needed. The municipality 
made a deal with a third party specialised in 
restructuring these areas to achieve this. Partly, 
this project would be financed by land revenue 

from a new modern horticulture project at the 
borders of the town of Rijsenhout. The munici-
pality decided to start an extensive participation 
process between 2009 and 2011 to find new 
functions for the obsolete greenhouse areas. 
The results of this process were formulated in a 
policy called the ‘Spatial Development Frame-
work Rijsenhout’. One of the decisions in this 
policy was to reallocate land reserved for the 
new horticulture project and convert it into a 
park. Policy officers worked with a ‘feedback’ 
group of enthusiastic and committed residents 
during the participation process.

In the wake of the global economic collapse, 
poor market conditions and a lack of interest 
caused this development and, therefore, the 
associated revenue, to stall in the early stages 
of the project. And so, in 2013, the municipal-
ity started to work on an economic policy pa-
per called the ‘Spatial and Economic Strategy 
Rijsenhout’. Policy officers were instructed to 
formulate a new policy with the local residents. 

The objectives of the municipality in this 
participation process were twofold. First, the 
municipality lacked the resources to finance a 
large-scale revitalisation of the declined horti-
cultural area. Due to this lack of resources, the 
municipality hoped to spark initiatives from 
entrepreneurs and landowners by starting this 
participative vision-making process. In this way, 
the municipality hoped to revitalise Rijsenhout 
while spending minimal financial resources.

To achieve this, the second objective was to 
build consensus between key stakeholders. To 
this end, the members of the feedback group 
were invited to fulfil the role of advisor and, to 
a certain extent, ‘broker a deal’ with key stake-
holders and the municipality.

In 2015, two ‘inspiration sessions’ were or-
ganised. Residents, landowners, and entrepre-
neurs from Rijsenhout were invited. In those 
two sessions, approximately a total of five hun-
dred people showed up. A third session was or-
ganised specifically for landowners. Based on 
these sessions, the municipality formulated, 
together with residents, different scenarios. 
All the input and scenarios from the participa-
tion process were used to develop the new eco-
nomic and spatial strategy, finalised in 2016. 
This strategy is formulated in collaboration 
with the third party involved earlier and with 
the provincial government. Finally, in 2017, 
the new strategy was publicly discussed at a 
participation event and was sent to the mu-
nicipal council. All involved participants were 
positive about this participation process. In-
volving landowners, entrepreneurs and resi-
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ported. 

However, in 2016, the participation process 
was disrupted by a new development in the hor-
ticulture project. The land was previously desig-
nated to be transformed into a public park and 
sold to a new external horticulture company. 
This development completely contradicts the 
Spatial Development Framework Rijsenhout 
set out by the municipality itself. Many partici-
pants were frustrated and disappointed and felt 
their input and interests were not taken seri-
ously when financial municipal interests were 
also at stake. A participant reflected: “Every 
time a financial interest of the municipality is 
at stake, in this case when the horticulture com-
pany was interested in settling in Rijsenhout, 
the interests of our town are no longer the top 
priority. It feels like the municipality has a hid-
den agenda when also participating with us res-
idents.” (participant)

Previous arrangements were altered to ben-
efit the municipality, without public consulta-
tion. This incident led to severe protests in the 
municipal council and distrust in all ongoing 
participation processes in which the feedback 
group played a prominent role. 

Legitimacy and participation

The municipality’s most important aim was to 
revitalise the obsolete horticulture. Due to the 
lack of financial resources, it had no substantive 
planning agenda for the area. Therefore, the 
participative approach that was chosen aimed 
to generate as many creative ideas as possible 
and a plan supported by stakeholders. In this, 
the municipality succeeded. A participant com-
mented: “the public hearings, organised by the 
municipality, were a great success. In my opin-
ion, the municipal project leader did a good 
job. Everyone who would like to contribute to 
the discussion was able to make their point, 
and this resulted in a rich and valuable input 
for the spatial development framework.”(par-
ticipant) In this sense, the participation process 
contributed to determining the public interest 
of the Spatial and Economic Strategy Rijsen-
hout by starting a dialogue on the main spatial 
issues of the town. 

However, the main objectives of the mu-
nicipality were legitimated via throughput le-
gitimacy. In the participation process, which 
started in 2015, the municipality tried to build a 
consensus with all (key) stakeholders, especially 
landowners, without having clear substantive 
goals in mind. According to participants, the re-

sults of the participation process were promis-
ing. Participation initially enhanced throughput 
legitimacy by including participants and giving 
them a voice, and output legitimacy by building 
a coalition that re-used or replaced the out-
dated greenhouses (table 1). However, partic-
ipants mistrusted the municipality because of 
the major disturbance in 2016. This resulted in 
public protests at council meetings to prevent 
the horticulture complex, and a temporary stop 
of cooperation between the feedback group and 
the municipality.

On the pretext that developing horticulture 
was in accordance with older municipal plans, 
the municipality allowed the development of 
the new horticulture complex without the par-
ticipation or consultation of participants. In do-
ing so, it was breaking its promise to the active 
participants in Rijsenhout. The decision was le-
gitimated via input legitimacy but disrupted the 
formally separate participation process. Partic-
ipants distrusted municipal officers and politi-
cians, complained about a lack of accountabil-
ity and felt “betrayed”. 

The complexity of all the different interests 
of the municipality, representatives of the horti-
culture association and the residents of Rijsen-
hout proved to be entangled and interrelated. A 
municipal policy officer states: “The relation of 
the municipality and these two processes is dif-
fuse. Multiple aldermen are involved with their 
conception of the situation. On top of that, the 
municipality failed to make clear arrangements 
of the scope and influence of the participation 
process, which backfired over time.” (munici-
pal policy officer) This ‘back firing’ meant, in 
practice, that carefully built trust between par-
ticipants and the municipality evaporated. By 
using input legitimacy in allowing the horticul-
ture company to settle in Rijsenhout, it affected 
the previously gained throughput legitimacy in 
the participation process concerning the Spa-
tial and Economic Strategy Rijsenhout. 

Hoofddorp Centraal

Timeline

In the strategic plan for a district of Hoofddorp 
2030 (2013), which contained a station, an of-
fice area, a park and an old orchard, the mu-
nicipality formulated three core objectives for 
an area between the city centre and the station. 
First, there had to be a clear and green route 
from the station to the city centre. Second, the 
station area needed to develop into a transport 
hub; third, the office area had to be revitalised. 
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with a lot of vacant office space in the aftermath 
of the economic crisis of 2008–2012.

This strategic plan was a cause for the resi-
dents of the area to organise a walk with local 
politicians in 2013. During this walk, the idea 
arose to organise an open planning process. The 
latter three core objectives, formulated and ac-
cepted by the municipal council, were to be the 
framework of this process. The main objective 
of the open process was to create a framework 
for new initiatives and developments within this 
area.

An open process was seen by the municipal-
ity as an opportunity to spark a new creative 
and diverse set of ideas and initiatives. Hope-
fully, it would also attract new investors will-
ing to invest in the area. At that time, market 
conditions for spatial development were poor, 
the municipality lacked resources to invest in 
the area and the development of housing and 
offices stalled.

In 2014, the first participation event was 
hosted by the municipality. Participants were 
told that in this new ‘open process’, all partic-
ipating actors would explore how to achieve 
the predefined strategic objectives. Participants 
came from various backgrounds. For instance, 
there were residents, real estate developers, 
representatives of the local tennis club, pol-
icy officers from the Dutch railway service and 
representatives of a nearby shopping centre. 
The project leader described: “Everyone who 
had, or took an interest in this project was wel-
come to join.” Stakeholders were free to join 
or quit their cooperation to the open process 
at any time. 

To start initiatives and interest possible in-
vestors, willing entrepreneurs were invited. 
Sometimes, when specific knowledge was 
needed, professionals also joined the partic-
ipation process for their particular expertise. 
Residents mostly brought local knowledge to 
the table. Finally, special sessions with young 
people were organised.

The open process had no predefined design, 
structure or deadlines. Instead, it followed five 
basic steps. First, to generate new ideas; sec-
ond, to formulate those ideas into one piece 
of advice to local politicians (‘outside advice’). 
The third step was to develop a spatial plan and 
a strategy for implementation. The fourth and 
fifth steps were centred around implementa-
tion in two stages. All of the stages consisted of 
about five workshops. The results of each step 
were then to be discussed and adopted by the 
municipal council. 

When the results of the second step of the 
process were discussed in the municipal coun-
cil in 2015, participants and council members 
were disappointed. Councillors felt that the 
process toward a comprehensive consensus be-
tween all actors was not transparent. Besides 
this, it was unclear who had participated and 
who had not. Although this process only re-
sulted formally in ‘outside advice’, the coun-
cillors felt obliged to adopt this advice. Partici-
pants felt unvalued and unappreciated. To solve 
this, ‘speed dates’ between participants and 
council members were organised, and council 
members were given the ability to listen in dur-
ing workshops. 

In December 2016, when the participation 
process was focused on how to realise the new 
green route, market conditions were signifi-
cantly improved. Real estate developers bought 
empty office buildings to convert them into 
housing. The municipality responded by chang-
ing the zoning plan. In turn, developers re-
quested a separate participation process to plan 
the transformation. A developer reflected: “It is 
tricky to talk about our (business) interests in 
an open setting/process with residents. That is 
a bad match. Introducing this new separate pro-
cess was the right step to bring the right people 
together”. (real estate developer)

This resulted in splitting the open process 
of Hoofddorp Centraal (i.e. the railway station 
area). The open process would continue without 
focussing on the office area The conversion of 
the vacant offices was defined as a new project 
called ‘Hoofddorp Hyde Park’. This separation 
led to uncertain residents who feared the par-
ticipation process for the area as a whole would 
stop. 

In 2017, the open process ended even 
though ambitious ideas, such as creating a new 
spot for restaurants, or a new tennis park, were 
not realised. The municipality invested in a new 
route and restructuring of the park. 

When the scale of the new housing pro-
ject became apparent, participating residents 
started to protest. Although they favoured con-
verting the office area into new apartments, 
they had not imagined a small new neighbour-
hood dominated by high apartment blocks. De-
spite the protest, the building of the new Hyde 
Park neighbourhood started in 2020.

Legitimacy and participation

In this case, all concepts of legitimacy – input, 
throughput and output – are present. The main 
objective of organising this open process was 
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the support of (all) actors in the project area. 
Second, the municipality pushed for a devel-
opment strategy which aimed not only to pro-
duce new ideas but also to implement the new 
plans through third-party investment. In this 
sense, the municipality, by organising this open 
planning process, aimed to increase output le-
gitimacy, namely, socially valued solutions and 
a direct focus on implementation (table 1). Un-
derlining this main objective, the municipality 
changed the zoning plan to allow conversion 
and spark development in the office area. To fa-
cilitate this conversion even further, it separated 
the participation process into two processes.

The open process also facilitated many el-
ements of throughput legitimacy (table 1). It 
allowed all kinds of actors, residents, entre-
preneurs, developers and others to enter into 
an open discussion and voice their ideas for 
this particular area in Hoofddorp. A participant 
states: “at first, everybody had their interests, 
obviously. However, over time we learned of the 
interests of other parties, and everyone under-
stood that concessions were needed. Collec-
tively we try to formulate a common plan. For 
years we, as residents, think: this process can 
be a success.” (participant) Within the abstract 
framework of the municipality, the participants 
were allowed to design and set the agenda for 
the participative planning process. These at-
tributes can be seen as an effort to enhance 
throughput legitimacy.

Common legitimacy issues in participation 
processes, such as in- and exclusion, accounta-
bility and trust were present in this case. Trust 
was one of the most important elements of this 
case. By organising participation with as many 
actors as possible and the ability to join or quit 
at any time, it was unclear who was part of the 
presented results to the municipal council. As 
elected politicians, they were hesitant to rat-
ify the results after the first two process steps. 
After complaining to the alderman, they were 
granted the ability to listen in on the participa-
tion process. Establishing the link between the 
municipal council and participants allowed for 
mutual understanding of each other’s role in 
the planning process.

Vice versa, due to previous attempts to de-
velop the area, residents and the tennis club 
mistrusted the municipality. In their mind the 
Hoofddorp centraal project was one of many 
attempts over time to develop the area. As they 
stated: “I started participating in this project the 
moment my house was built in 1999.” (resident) 
In order to get the residents to participate, the 

project leader had to invest a lot of time and a 
personal approach. As a participant reflected: 
“when this particular project leader started 
there was a lot of opposition, I was a bit cynical 
as well. But, he came over for coffee, brought 
cookies, and instead of presenting a plan he 
asked me to explain my perspective on this area. 
This felt like a good start. He did that very well.” 
(participant) Through this approach, the project 
leader gained the trust of the residents.

When the first piece of advice from the par-
ticipation process was discussed by the munici-
pal council, it was met with criticism. Residents 
mistrusted the municipality when they heard 
the critical response of local politicians. The 
trust issue was eventually solved by organising 
speed dates between municipal council mem-
bers and participants. 

A third trust issue, although not explicitly 
interpreted as such within the process, was the 
reluctance of project developers to put all their 
cards on the table in an open discussion with 
the municipality, residents and other actors 
alike. This was eventually solved by creating a 
separate planning process aimed at converting 
the obsolete office area. This separation led to 
uncertainty and mistrust among the residents. 
They felt as if they were no longer necessary.

In the Hoofddorp Centraal case, decisions 
were legitimised via output and throughput le-
gitimacy. At the start of the participation pro-
cess, throughput legitimacy was the dominant 
concept. The legitimacy of the planning deci-
sions was derived from the participation process 
and in order to come to legitimate decisions, 
questions of in- and exclusion, accountability 
and trust arose. 

Later, in order to achieve the transformation 
of the offices, the municipality legitimised their 
actions based on output legitimacy. The best 
illustration of this switch is the separation of 
the transformation and the Hoofddorp Centraal 
project. Ultimately this separation resulted in 
protests by participating residents against the 
new housing project. 

Parking Floriande

Timeline

The residents of the Floriande neighbourhood 
experienced a lack of parking places for their 
cars. Together with residents, in 2013 the mu-
nicipality decided to provide extra parking by 
restructuring public space. This was done in 
two stages. The first stage consisted of the cre-
ation of extra parking and the reservation of 
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stage if necessary. In the first half of 2015, 700 
households received a municipal survey about 
parking. In addition to this survey, the munici-
pality asked for advice from the neighbourhood 
council, a group of active residents. 

As a result, the municipality decided that 
this issue was not solved in four areas of the 
neighbourhood. Therefore, a participation 
meeting was organised in August 2015 where 
the additional parking measures were pre-
sented to residents of the four neighbourhood 
areas. For each area, the municipality presented 
two variants. Furthermore, they said that every 
household in those four areas could log on to a 
digital platform. The reason for using this plat-
form was to involve as many residents as pos-
sible. The project leader described: “people in 
this neighbourhood are very busy. So mobilis-
ing more participants via online platforms is an 
improvement compared to talking to the usual 
suspects at a regular participation event”. On 
the online platform, residents were asked two 
questions:
1) Do you agree that additional parking meas-
ures should be taken?
2) If the majority of the vote is in favour of addi-
tional measures, which variant holds your pref-
erence? 

On the platform, residents were told that 
the variant with the most votes would be im-
plemented. And if a majority did not approve 
of additional parking measures, none would be 
taken. There was no minimal turn-out require-
ment. The platform had a forum that could be 
used by residents for discussions on the differ-
ent variants. The substance of these discussions 
was considered extra by the municipality and 
would not determine the outcome of this par-
ticipative process.

Between 30–40% of the households voted 
and in three of the four areas the majority vari-
ant was executed. In all cases, there were com-
ments that had not-in-my-backyard attributes, 
such as: “If this solution was implemented in 
front of my door I would have voted differently”. 
Only in one case did the forum lead to a signifi-
cant change in municipal policy. Because of the 
NIMBY characteristics of the chosen solution, 
which the forum revealed, the policy officer re-
sponsible decided to implement the minority 
variant.

Legitimacy and participation

The relationship between digital participa-
tion and legitimacy is twofold. By voting, de-

cision-making is delegated to all selected 
households. Decisions are made via a local ref-
erendum. This relates to input legitimacy. Con-
ditions for a referendum were good because 
there were clear geographical boundaries and, 
therefore, a clear voting population. The dig-
ital referendum is also related to elements of 
throughput legitimacy. The voting was trans-
parent, the rules of the process were pre-deter-
mined and clear and, finally, determining the 
voting population was geographically clear. 

However, the introduction of the forum into 
the voting process had a negative impact on 
throughput legitimacy. First, the goal of the fo-
rum was unclear. Residents used it to post dif-
ferent types of comments. For example, they 
commented on either of the two options, com-
mented on each other’s parking behaviour in 
the neighbourhood, added new suggestions, or 
commented on the result of the vote. Second, 
although the forum had no (official) role within 
the decision-making process, in one case it was 
used by the project leader to implement the 
minority variant. This decision led to confusion 
among participants. 

Using the forum to alter the voted decision 
can be seen as using input legitimacy to make 
a good decision for the people. In doing so, the 
project leader disrupted his own participation 
process and diminished throughput legitimacy. 
Despite the confusion among participants, the 
minority variant was implemented without fur-
ther protest from residents of the neighbour-
hood.

Discussion

In all cases, all perspectives of legitimacy were 
visible in parts of the municipal decision-mak-
ing. The importance of each perspective varied. 
The clearest impact participative instruments 
have on decision-making is throughput legit-
imacy. In all cases, participation instruments 
gave actors a voice, were able to build trust be-
tween actors and the municipality, and allowed 
participants insight into which stakes are to 
be balanced within these projects. The cases 
also showed that participation does not neces-
sarily enhance legitimacy, but also diminishes 
legitimacy. And, that more perspectives than 
throughput legitimacy were present in all cases. 
The discussion is structured around five con-
clusions.
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Participation was an instrument to pursue other 
municipal goals (Buchy et al. 2000; Cornwall 
2008). Therefore the municipality balanced 
different perspectives of legitimacy. The three 
cases can be categorised into two categories, 
in which participation had a different objec-
tive and, therefore, participation affected legiti-
macy in a different way. In the first category, the 
municipality had a substantive goal and a pic-
ture of what the result of the process should be. 
In part, decisions were legitimised on the basis 
of input legitimacy and decided before the par-
ticipation process. The participation process, 
in turn, allowed residents to mould municipal 
decisions. In the case of the parking places, 
this meant that the two options presented were 
in line with municipal policy. One could argue 
that it is a contribution to throughput legiti-
macy (table 1). 

In the other category, i.e., the other two 
cases, the municipality had no clear substan-
tive goal in mind (spatial and economic strat-
egy Rijsenhout and Hoofddorp Centraal). In-
stead, participation was used to gather all 
knowledge, creativity and resources available 
in the local community to start new spatial in-
itiatives. At first sight, the public interest was 
formulated on the basis of dialogue with par-
ticipants. The main objective of the participa-
tion was to come up with a consensus-based 
spatial development strategy. In the case of 
Hoofddorp Centraal, this was called the ‘open 
process’. Although in both cases there wasn’t 
a clear substantive goal, the municipality 
started this participation process to spark new 
spatial development and investment. In this 
way, they tried to hit two birds with one stone: 
first, to solve spatial problems with supported 
solutions and second, to develop areas with 
a minimum of public spending. This desire 
led to some decisions being legitimised based 
on output legitimacy (table 1). In doing so, it 
diminished the throughput legitimacy of the 
planning decisions within these processes. 

2. Interplaying forms of legitimacy in the pu-
blic interest(s)

During the planning process, within the com-
plex political, social and planning context, ten-
sions and dilemmas arose, primarily between 
formulating a new plan and ensuring effective 
implementation of that plan by third-party in-
vestment. In the Rijsenhout case, this related to 
the sanctioning of the new horticulture com-

plex, although other promises to participants 
were made. In the Hoofddorp Centraal case, 
splitting the process into two processes is an 
example of interplaying forms of legitimacy. 
All decisions can be legitimated by one of the 
forms of legitimacy and meet (one) of many 
public interests that coexist, by engaging in 
participative processes in which a dialogue is 
started to establish what the (public) stakes and 
interests in a project are, on the one hand. 
However, for reasons of effective implementa-
tion and finding private investment in munici-
pal planning projects, a utilitarian approach to 
public priorities and interests is required on the 
other. Prioritising the latter affects the mode of 
legitimacy in which the municipality is operat-
ing. Decisions can be considered legitimate on 
the basis of input and output legitimacy and, in 
these cases, these decisions diminish through-
put legitimacy. 

3. Switching legitimacy perspectives 

In two cases, the municipality switched between 
perspectives to legitimise planning decisions. 
Switching was carried out by means of a uni-
lateral decision by the municipality, motivating 
this on the basis of input, or output legitimacy. 
In the Floriande case, in order to ensure a fair 
outcome, the policy officer made the decision 
to choose the minority option. This led to con-
fusion among participants. In the case of Hoof-
ddorp Centraal, the participation process was 
split into two processes in order to speed up 
the transformation of the office area. Switching 
perspectives led to disturbances in both partic-
ipation processes. In these two cases, switching 
the basis for the legitimacy of decisions resulted 
in diminished throughput legitimacy (table 1). 
Managing expectations and establishing rules 
of the game can help to prevent the confusion 
and sometimes frustration of participants as 
witnessed in these two cases. In this way, one 
can also prevent the loss of throughput legiti-
macy. How to deal with (legal) certainty on one 
hand and flexibility on the other is a long-stand-
ing dilemma in planning (Buitelaar et al. 2011). 

4. Impact of time and context on participati-
on and legitimacy 

All cases had a time span of multiple years. The 
dynamic context in which participation pro-
cesses take place can have a profound effect 
on these processes (Ploger 2001; Damar et al. 
1971). The changing economic climate or an-
other participative project has an effect on par-
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Centraal, it meant that the transformation of 
obsolete offices into housing became a feasible 
ambition. In the Rijsenhout case, failed partici-
pation in one project meant the disturbance of 
another. The changing environment in which 
the participation was set can result in opportun-
istic behaviour from the municipality, and so, 
lose the throughput legitimacy initially gained 
by participating. Participants didn’t accept the 
legitimisation other than via the participative 
route. This eventually resulted in conflict be-
tween participants and the municipality. The 
impact of context and the timespan of partici-
pative processes is a subject that is less promi-
nent in participation literature. Although some 
authors comment on the extent to which par-
ticipants are willing to invest time in planning 
processes (Irvin et al. 2004), changing planning 
contexts are less present in the debate (Lubbac-
aro et al. 2019). 

5. Balancing the municipal agendas 

The municipality pursues not just one goal and 
does not just have one project but is in itself a 
multi-headed organisation with conflicting in-
terests, goals, and ambitions. Every step munic-
ipalities take in participative processes is always 
embedded in a local institutional and political 
context (Ploger 2001). This means the munici-
pality has to balance this variety of internal and 
external stakes that are legitimated in different 
ways. 

Making legitimate planning decisions re-
quires the municipality to carefully consider 
which decisions or parts of the planning pro-
cess require a basis of input and/or output legit-
imacy. In this way, participative decision-mak-
ing can make a valuable contribution to either 
input, output, or throughput legitimacy. How-
ever, when legitimacy as part of a participation 
process is ill-considered, participation can have 
a delegitimising effect on municipal planning 
decisions as shown in all cases. Lessons learned 
in multilevel- and multi-stakeholder govern-
ance on legitimacy are, therefore, applicable 
to participation on a local scale. Questions on 
inclusion, power, representation, and transpar-
ency that are apparent in governance arrange-
ments without one representative body (Levelt 
et al. 2013; Straalen et al. 2018) also play a ma-
jor role on municipal scales that have this body.

Knowing that different forms of legitimacy 
can be pursued via different participative meth-
ods, the debate on how participation can give a 
valuable contribution to the re-enchantment of 

local democracy requires a nuanced debate on 
when, how, and with whom to use participation 
methods in planning processes. A more careful 
consideration of what legitimacy means in dif-
ferent stages of planning processes can help to 
sharpen our understanding of traditional par-
ticipative issues such as inclusion and account-
ability. 

Conclusion

In this paper, we have explored how partici-
pative decision-making affects legitimacy. Al-
though this relationship, in participation lit-
erature, is often presented as clear-cut, our 
in-depth analysis shows that, when linking par-
ticipation and legitimacy, the relationship is 
more complex. 

Building on the input, throughput and out-
put legitimacy model (Schaprf 1999; Schmidt 
2013), we were able to shed light on the effect 
that participation has on either form of legiti-
macy (Table 1). In this analysis, we were able to 
retrace participation processes over the course 
of the several years that the processes took and 
analyse them in their social context. By ana-
lysing municipal policy documents and inter-
views with municipal project leaders and par-
ticipants, we were able to paint a diverse picture 
of how the municipal aims in participation pro-
cesses relate to legitimacy. By unravelling the 
planning processes, we were able to determine 
how key decisions were made and how this af-
fected the legitimacy of the planning processes 
examined. The contribution this paper makes 
to the academic debate is the finding that, when 
using a wide perspective on legitimacy, tensions 
between different forms of legitimacy can arise. 
Although municipalities can make use of par-
ticipation to build legitimacy, they should be 
aware of the form/mode of legitimacy they are 
operating in. This should, furthermore, be in 
line with the purpose and timing of planning 
interventions.

In all cases, participation was linked to 
throughput legitimacy. Participative instru-
ments enabled actors to voice their beliefs and 
exchange knowledge and attributes related to 
throughput legitimacy (Buuren 2014; Iusman 
et al. 2017). But in all cases, this is only part of 
the story. Participation is often only a means 
to an end. Democratising decision-making and 
improving (throughput) legitimacy were not 
the sole purpose of the municipal projects re-
searched. However prominent they are in ac-
ademic literature on participation, a striking 
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initiated to spark new spatial developments 
and private third-party investment (Hoofddorp 
Centraal and Rijsenhout).This meant that some 
of the decisions taken were legitimised on the 
basis of input or output legitimacy. This study 
shows that when an opportunity for implement-
ing spatial development arose, the municipality 
chose another form (input or output) to legiti-
mise decisions. Using a different argument for 
legitimation and, therefore, switching between 
these different forms of legitimation, gives rise 
to confusion among participants and can, even-
tually, lead to political protest. 

Participation can make a contribution to all 
forms of legitimacy and, therefore, participation 
has an enhancing capacity toward legitimacy as 
the literature implies (Michiels et al. 2010). But 
this analysis has also shown that, depending on 
the aim of the municipality, different public in-
terests compete and are not equally prioritised, 
and relate to different forms of legitimacy. This 
can also create tensions within participative 
processes and the loss of other forms of legiti-
macy, as they can compete. In order to prevent 
these tensions within participative processes, 
a stand needs to be taken in the dilemma of 
certainty and flexibility and, therefore, careful 
consideration of the perceived (municipal) ob-
jectives and the relationship of these objectives 
with legitimacy (Buitelaar et al. 2011). More re-
search is needed on the conditions under which 
switching between legitimacy modes occurs. 

The impact of external, contextual circum-
stances on participation processes is not to be 
understated (Ploger 2001; Damar et al. 1971). 
After all, the municipality is a multi-level insti-
tution with multiple ambitions that need to be 
balanced and can change over time (Woesten-
burg et al. 2019). Additionally, differing eco-
nomic climates can change the context in which 
participative decision-making is set. Although 
apparent in two of the cases, the impact of time, 
timing of participation and context is less pres-
ent in academic literature on participation and 
legitimacy than, for instance, the political con-
text in which the participative processes are set. 
The complex relationships among participation 
processes and representative institutions is less 
explored as a field in planning literature. More 
research in this field and how to navigate these 
uncertainties is, therefore, needed. 

Although this analysis provides a basis for a 
nuanced discussion on legitimacy and partici-
pation in planning projects, this paper uses only 
one (common) conceptualisation of legitimacy, 
and there are multiple (Matti 2009). 

Participation literature often presents en-
hanced legitimacy as one of the positive effects 
of participative decision-making. Indeed, par-
ticipative methods can play a valuable role in 
enhancing the legitimacy of planning decisions. 
But this relationship is not as causal as it is 
presented. Strengthening input legitimacy re-
quires other conditions and methods than out-
put legitimacy. This research shows that there 
are multiple participative routes to different 
forms of legitimacy. 
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