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Abstract 

This research explores the processes of public involvement in urban planning under varied governance 

legacies and parƟcipaƟon cultures. It aims to invesƟgate the complex dynamics between legislaƟve 

frameworks, community percepƟons, and the processes of public parƟcipaƟon in planning. The analysis 

employs two contrasƟng case studies: the planning reform in New South Wales (NSW) from 2011-2013 

in Australia and the development of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) (SCP 2040) in China 

between 2014 and 2016. 

The study constructs a conceptual framework with three key elements: objecƟves, operaƟonal 

processes, and outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon. The framework examines the whole policy cycle and 

explains how objecƟves define the design of operaƟons and shape the outcomes. The quanƟtaƟve and 

qualitaƟve research methods employed across these case studies (including two community surveys; 

N=101; 96) and expert interviews (N =29)  yielded rich empirical data and policy relevant findings.   

The Australian case study, illustrated by the NSW planning reform, reveals mulƟple objecƟves driving 

public parƟcipaƟon. The perceived objecƟves by stakeholders include instrumental benefits, 

bureaucraƟc needs, social values, and legislaƟve requirements. The case study also examines how public 

parƟcipaƟon operates in pracƟce and the level of saƟsfacƟon with the parƟcipaƟon process by 

stakeholders in the planning reform.  

In China, the study looks at the role community parƟcipaƟon played in creaƟng the SCP 2040. This plan-

making process represented a collaboraƟve aƩempt in planning in China. The case study invesƟgates 

how factors such as the absence of clear legislaƟon and low community interest shaped the design, 

operaƟon, and outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon in planning in China. 

The comparaƟve analysis shows significant differences in the focus of public parƟcipaƟon between the 

two countries. In Australia, the focus is on achieving both beƩer policy outcomes and consensus, 

although this approach meets resistance from community groups. In contrast, Chinese planners use 

public parƟcipaƟon to gain both social and administraƟve benefits. Another key difference is that 

Australia's planning system on parƟcipaƟon is mostly defined by established legislaƟon and policy 

frameworks. In comparison, China is sƟll in the stage of experimenƟng with parƟcipaƟon pracƟces and is 

using a more flexible and evolving approach. 
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One major finding is the importance of clear, top-down legislaƟon in guiding planning pracƟces. These 

laws set basic consultaƟon requirements, including clear objecƟves and operaƟonal processes. Such a 

framework also safeguards the minimum standard and prevents the misuse of public parƟcipaƟon by 

bureaucracies.  

In addiƟon, the study also explores the role of a community's capacity and knowledge of planning in 

shaping parƟcipaƟon strategies. It addresses the role of ‘acƟve ciƟzens’ groups in Sydney in shaping the 

direcƟon of the NSW planning reform.  

Overall, the thesis advances theoreƟcal knowledge on public involvement in planning across culturally 

and historically different governance and parƟcipaƟon cultures. The research demonstrates a viable 

methodology for comparaƟve analysis, despite these differences, and findings have important policy 

implicaƟons for contemporary planning pracƟce.  
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Chapter 1 IntroducƟon 

Community involvement has become an increasing element in modern planning systems. As Kymlicka 

(2002) stated in his work on ciƟzenship theory, “the health and stability of a modern democracy 

depends, not only on the jusƟce of its basic insƟtuƟons but also on the qualiƟes and aƫtudes of its 

ciƟzens”. Through the processes of being informed and involved in decision-making, interests and 

opinions of the community can be heard and negoƟated, and consequently, the negoƟated soluƟons are 

believed to achieve more acceptable outcomes for the public. The recent development of the concepts 

of parƟcipatory democracy and deliberaƟve democracy has highlighted the benefits of public 

parƟcipaƟon in governance (Cavalier, 2011). In addiƟon, modern society is facing increasingly complex 

issues that the tradiƟonal approaches to governing through hierarchical instruments cannot handle 

(Newman, Barnes, Sullivan, & Knops, 2004). The role of governments has shiŌed from ‘direct control’ to 

collaboraƟon with communiƟes with a wide range of actors and interests to get their support to ensure 

the success of policies.  

Although the concept of community involvement in planning is now a well-accepted principle and has 

been implemented in planning pracƟces around the world, the evoluƟon of the concept varies greatly 

between countries due to their cultural, poliƟcal, and historical contexts.  

TradiƟonally, colonial governance systems oŌen implemented top-down planning approaches, where 

decisions were dominantly made by colonial administrators with liƩle to no input from local populaƟons. 

This approach not only marginalised indigenous knowledge and pracƟces but also established a 

precedent for centralised decision-making. However, most Western countries using the BriƟsh colonial 

model of governance during the mid-20th century significantly reshaped their approaches to public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning systems. Two powerful ciƟzen parƟcipaƟon movements in the US, the Civil 

Rights movement and the ante-establishment movement, inspired an emphasis on parƟcipaƟon in 

planning legislaƟon and urban affairs pracƟces aŌer WWII (Marshall, Steinmetz, & Zehner, 2012). For 

example, in the US, the Housing Act 1949 required parƟcipaƟon in urban renewal through public 

hearings. Later, public parƟcipaƟon legislaƟon was further implemented by the Housing Act 1954 which 

required the establishment of citywide advisory commiƩees for wider communiƟes (Day, 1997). It was 

clearly stated in the accompanying booklet that “It is why we are holding this ExhibiƟon, for we wish not 

only to show you our schemes for planning and housing but to learn your views and invite your criƟcism” 

(Cullingworth, 1999).  
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In the Australian context, a range of parƟcipatory iniƟaƟves, acƟviƟes and policies were well underway 

by the 1940s, such as town planning movements and planning exhibiƟons (Freestone, 2012; Freestone & 

James, 2015; Thorpe, 2017). In the UK, the exhibiƟon of A Plan for Hornsey organised by the Borough 

Council was a milestone of public consultaƟon in planning. Between the 1940s and 1950s, the concept of 

parƟcipatory planning and the implementaƟon of a public parƟcipaƟon model into planning pracƟces 

became a standard pracƟce through the Urban and Rural Planning Act 1947 in the UK. It is fair to say 

that public parƟcipaƟon has become a well-accepted and implemented planning principle in modern 

planning systems in developed countries. 

Socialist governments have tradiƟonally prioriƟsed centralised planning and state control in urban 

development.  This system is believed to address collecƟve welfare over individuals’ rights. As a result, 

public parƟcipaƟon was oŌen seen as tokenisƟc process that have no influences on changing pre-

determined decisions. However, the shiŌ of many socialist regimes in recent decades has prompted a 

reassessment of the role of public engagement. Many of them have experienced from purely centralised 

governance to more market-oriented or hybrid systems (Chiu, 2001). This transiƟon to more democraƟc 

governance has introduced new opportuniƟes for ciƟzen involvement.  

In Vietnam, for instance, enhancing public parƟcipaƟon has become an important tool to improving 

governance and efficiency, parƟcularly by involving the economically disadvantaged. Market reforms and 

economic expansion have widened socioeconomic dispariƟes and introduced diverse interest groups 

that promoted the iniƟaƟves of public engagement (Nguyen, Le, Tran, & Bryant, 2015). Similarly, in Cuba, 

reforms have addressed community involvement in neighbourhood planning to encourage urban 

planning and governance collaboraƟvely. Nonetheless, challenges such as resource limitaƟons, 

bureaucraƟc hurdles, and poliƟcal factors sƟll quesƟon the effecƟveness of these parƟcipatory efforts in 

socialist countries (Nápoles Rodríguez, 2009). The remnants of centralised authority sƟll affect 

parƟcipaƟon aƫtudes and methods. In China, for example, extensive research on public parƟcipaƟon 

reveals that despite of increasing push for ciƟzen involvement through the methods such as government 

consultaƟons and digital feedback plaƞorms, there is a prevailing tendency to limit parƟcipaƟon within 

the bounds of state prioriƟes (Gao, Wang, & Gu, 2020; Goldman, 2005; Morrison & Xian, 2016; Wang, 

Rees, & Andreosso-O'callaghan, 2004). 

The evoluƟon of decision-making processes for the built and natural environment, the shiŌing power 

dynamics under different governance models, spans several centuries, reflecƟng broader socio-poliƟcal 

transformaƟons across the globe. Such shiŌ of governance systems reflects a centuries long evoluƟon: 
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the rise of colonialism in the late 15th century;  the wave of decolonisaƟon in the mid-20th century, and 

the collapse of the Soviet Union at the end of the 20th century. These events have fundamentally altered 

governance models and power dynamics in planning the built and natural environment. 

1.1 Research purpose 

Historical governance contexts greatly shape the roles of urban planning and governance systems 

(Marshall et al., 2012). In many colonial countries like the UK, for example, planning systems originally 

served as instruments to ensure effecƟve administraƟve control and economic producƟvity. Such 

systems frequently ignored the needs of local communiƟes and disregarded indigenous pracƟces (Porter, 

2016). However, over Ɵme, these systems tended to shiŌ towards more inclusive approaches by 

incorporaƟng diverse community perspecƟves into the planning process (Yolande, Rashmi, Janelle, & 

Rajiv, 2022).  

In contrast, in socialist countries, urban planning was conceived as a key tool to facilitate state control 

over resources. These planning systems were featured by their emphasis on centralised decision-making, 

large-scale industrial and urban development projects, and the pursuit of a unified socialist vision 

(Layson & Nankai, 2015; Li, Ng, & Skitmore, 2013). In recent decades, the collapse or transformaƟon of 

some of the main socialist regimes has prompted a re-evaluaƟon of the legiƟmacy of these system. Such 

shiŌ has led to an increased acceptance of public parƟcipaƟon and a gradual integraƟon of market 

principles alongside state planning. 

This research aims to explore the differences in public involvement between countries with different 

poliƟcal legacies and parƟcipaƟon cultures and focuses how these differences influence urban planning 

processes. This study seeks to uncover how poliƟcal contexts shape the goals, pracƟces, and outcomes 

of public parƟcipaƟon. 

1.2 Research objecƟves  

The scholarly landscape on public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning currently overlooks how different 

poliƟcal legacies disƟnctly impact the decision-making process. While there's a wealth of informaƟon on 

parƟcipatory planning within democraƟc seƫngs, the specific ways in which ‘colonial’ and ‘socialist’ 

contexts facilitate or hinder public involvement are less understood and, therefore appreciated. Insights 

into how these varied governance models influence public engagement in planning are crucial for a 

comprehensive understanding of global parƟcipatory planning dynamics. Bridging this gap could 
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illuminate the diverse challenges and opportuniƟes for public parƟcipaƟon across different poliƟcal and 

historical contexts. 

This thesis aims to address the idenƟfied gap by examining the varying focuses and processes of public 

involvement across different governance systems. UƟlising a comparaƟve framework derived from a 

literature review on the three criƟcal stages of public parƟcipaƟon processes—policy design objecƟves, 

the operaƟon of public involvement, and the outcomes and influences of public parƟcipaƟon—this study 

seeks to provide a structured understanding of parƟcipatory planning within colonial and socialist 

regimes. Based on insights from key scholars (Day, 1997; Forester, 1996; Webler, Tuler, & Krueger, 2001), 

the thesis sets out to achieve the following three objecƟves: 

 To compare the policy objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning with different 

poliƟcal legacies, insƟtuƟonal seƫngs, and parƟcipaƟon cultures;  

 To analyse the operaƟonal mechanisms of public involvement in these countries; and  

 To assess the outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon on urban planning and communiƟes’ 

saƟsfacƟon on parƟcipaƟon within different contexts.  

The first objecƟve of this study aims to understand the goals to involve the public in planning processes. 

The second objecƟve examines how genuine public parƟcipaƟon is facilitated or restricted by different 

parƟcipaƟon methods. The last objecƟve seeks to evaluate the effecƟveness of public involvement and 

examine how public parƟcipaƟon changes policy outcomes. 

These three objecƟves are designed to provide a structured approach to exploring the complexiƟes of 

public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning across disƟnct poliƟcal frameworks. By focusing on the key stages 

of public parƟcipaƟon that include policy design, operaƟon, and outcomes, the research offers insights 

into how different power dynamics interplays during the public parƟcipaƟon in planning under different 

poliƟcal regimes and parƟcipaƟon cultures . 

1.3 Research QuesƟons  

Based on the research aims and objecƟves, three main research quesƟons are proposed as follows: 

1. How do the policy design objecƟves for public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning differ between 

Shanghai, China, and Sydney, Australia, considering their disƟnct poliƟcal legacies, 

insƟtuƟonal frameworks, and parƟcipaƟon cultures? 
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2. What operaƟonal mechanisms for public involvement are employed in urban planning in 

Shanghai, China, and Sydney, Australia, and how are these mechanisms influenced by the 

respecƟve poliƟcal, insƟtuƟonal, and cultural contexts of each city? 

3. What are the specific outcomes and influences of public parƟcipaƟon on urban planning 

processes in Shanghai, China, and Sydney, Australia, given their differing poliƟcal, 

insƟtuƟonal, and cultural environments? 

The research quesƟons are designed to dovetail with the overarching aims of the invesƟgaƟon, which are 

to provide a methodical framework for scruƟnising public parƟcipaƟon within diverse urban planning 

poliƟcal seƫngs. The foremost quesƟon explores into the policy design objecƟves across various 

governance landscapes, seeking to find dispariƟes in public parƟcipaƟon goals among colonial and 

socialist frameworks and to understand differences in policy formulaƟon. The thesis dissects the 

mechanisms, pracƟces, and challenges inherent in parƟcipatory processes and analyses how public 

involvement is carried out . The concluding quesƟon seeks to synthesise policy intenƟons with actual 

pracƟces by probing the relaƟonship between legislaƟve underpinnings and societal percepƟons of 

parƟcipaƟon.  

1.4 Defining public parƟcipaƟon in planning: from consultaƟon to 

collaboraƟon 

In planning theories, there has been a long history and a great number of developed theories and 

research on public parƟcipaƟon in planning systems. Planning researchers picked up the idea of public 

parƟcipaƟon from poliƟcal science in the 1960s with the discussion of a revolt in the US against the 

urban renewal movement (Lane, 2005). Arnstein (1969) developed the famous ‘ladder of parƟcipaƟon’ 

to shed light on theories and pracƟces of public percepƟon in planning Symbolic public parƟcipaƟon that 

only addressed ‘acƟons’ rather than the depth and influences of public parƟcipaƟon that resulted was 

criƟcised. Based on Arnstein’s opinions, inputs from the public can genuinely influence planning only if 

cross-organisaƟonal and open communicaƟon is established between all social interest groups including 

government authoriƟes, private sectors, local communiƟes, and non-profit organisaƟons. 

Since then, efforts have been made to discover the nature and value of public parƟcipaƟon in planning 

and to develop methods to improve its performance. With improvements in transacƟve planning models 

(Friedmann, 1973), advocacy planning (Mazzioƫ, 1974), and communicaƟve theory (Healey, 1992), 

public parƟcipaƟon has become an essenƟal component of modern planning systems.  
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Friedmann (1973) addressed the core of planning theory as a top-down tool for government control to a 

mechanism and medium for communicaƟon, which had inspired and encouraged a following 

‘communicaƟve turn’ in planning theories and pracƟces. Later, Forester (1982) integrated Habermas’s 

‘communicaƟon theory ‘and pointed out that the core component of planning is the negoƟaƟon process 

that enforces the value of communicaƟon. Innes (1998) reflected on the importance of communicaƟon 

in planning and acknowledged that ‘communicaƟon behaviour and interacƟve pracƟce’ was an 

‘emerging paradigm’ of planning theory. In the context of globalisaƟon in the 21st century, collaboraƟve 

planning requires accomplishing shared objecƟves through stakeholder cooperaƟon, building on 

Habermas' concept of ‘communicaƟve raƟonality’ and Giddens' ‘structuraƟon theory’ (Healey, 2003). 

Public involvement is uƟlised to accomplish ‘communicaƟve democracy,’ which is not just a means but 

also an objecƟve for stakeholders for place-making and building the system.  

As Lane (2005) review of the intellectual history of public percepƟon in planning shows, planning has 

developed from highly normaƟve, scienƟfic-driven and blueprint- dominated models to the present 

where there is negoƟaƟon between stakeholders and soluƟons involving compeƟng interests. Public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning involves people in decision-making processes and therefore increases the 

legiƟmacy of decisions (Baker, Coaffee, & Sherriff, 2007) but should not only include the main groups of 

stakeholders but also the wider community (Marshall et al., 2012). AddiƟonally, the process of ciƟzen 

parƟcipaƟon provides a mechanism for managing conflicts and achieving coordinated and ‘win-win’ 

soluƟons for development issues (Barlow, 1995). 

1.5 NavigaƟng the shiŌs of public parƟcipaƟon in planning in different 

poliƟcal legacies  

In Western democraƟc contexts, public engagement is a well-established component of the planning 

decision-making process. Many countries such as the UK, US and Australia has included public 

parƟcipaƟon in statutory planning process since 1940s (Day, 1997). Research on public parƟcipaƟon in 

planning as primarily concentrated on these countries. Many famous theories in this areas such as 

Arnstein's A ladder of ciƟzen parƟcipaƟon (1969), Habermas’s The theory of communicaƟve acƟon (1984 

and 1987), and Healey's CollaboraƟve planning (1998) all based on the social dynamics of Western 

democraƟc contexts. Significant effort has been made on how to ensure genuine parƟcipaƟon and 

improve governance transparency and accountability in democraƟc seƫngs (Bond, 2011; Inch, 2015; 

Zakhour, 2020). 
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In comparison, research on public parƟcipaƟon in socialist regimes, parƟcularly regarding its historical 

evoluƟon and pracƟcal outcomes, remains limited (MiraŌab, 2009). This gap addresses the need to 

invesƟgate how socialist governance principles, such as centralised control and resource allocaƟon, 

shaped public parƟcipaƟon in planning. TradiƟonally, socialist systems imposed strict limits on ciƟzen 

engagement in any poliƟcal decision-making (Denhardt, 2009; Denhardt, Terry, Delacruz, & Andonoska, 

2009). Decisions were made by the centralised government claiming that they are working for the 

welfare benefits of the whole populaƟon (Ye, 2024). 

However economic reforms in recent decades have brought changes with greater focus on stakeholder 

involvement in urban development. These reforms, oŌen driven by budget cuts or property privaƟsaƟon, 

create compeƟƟon over resources and moƟvate people to get involved to protect their interests (Lorens, 

2019).  For example, the commodificaƟon of housing system in China has greatly increased public’s 

awareness and discussion on housing regulaƟons (Chiu, 2016). These reforms oŌen affect individuals' 

benefits and power dynamics, which leads ciƟzens to voice their concerns. Abramson (1992) noted that 

the growing public interests in local planning maƩers is partly due to the increasing public awareness of 

privaƟsaƟon. AddiƟonally, the adopƟon of informaƟon and communicaƟon technology (ICT) tools such 

as social media plaƞorm, further encourages acƟve ciƟzen parƟcipaƟon in urban planning processes in 

socialist countries (Cheng, 2013; Damurski, 2012). 

Despite these developments, challenges such as bureaucraƟc inefficiencies and limited public trust 

persist in public parƟcipaƟon efforts in socialist countries. These obstacles oŌen lead to inefficiencies in 

public administraƟon and make it difficult for policy-makers to fully understand how to involve the public 

effecƟvely. In North Korea, the centralised government control in the process raises concerns about 

whether public parƟcipaƟon is genuine or simply a tool for propaganda (Lankov, 2015).  

1.6 Comparing different poliƟcal legacy planning systems: Case studies 

from Australia and China 

The notable gap in the exisƟng body of knowledge is the understanding of public parƟcipaƟon in urban 

planning across colonial and socialist regimes. As discussed above, while extensive literature explores 

public engagement within democraƟc contexts that originated from colonial legacies, there is less clarity 

on how socialist regimes facilitate or hinder public involvement in planning processes (Chen, Pearson, 

Wang, & Ma, 2017; Esser & Vliegenthart, 2017). This thesis aims to compare examples of public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning from both colonial and socialist countries. It highlights similar and different 
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dynamics of public parƟcipaƟon and explores the unique challenges and opportuniƟes presented by 

different poliƟcal and historical contexts. 

The choice of case studies is based on the three main reasons: 

 ContrasƟng Governance Models: Australia's planning system offers a unique perspecƟve on 

public parƟcipaƟon evoluƟon from a colonial democraƟc system. It contrasts sharply with 

China's socialist governance approach. This variance provides a rich comparaƟve ground to 

explore how different poliƟcal systems shape public engagement in planning. 

 Diverse Urban Development PracƟces: The urban development and planning pracƟces in 

Australia and China reflect their respecƟve governance models' influence. Australia's approach is 

believed to be advanced in stakeholder involvement which addresses equitability and fairness of 

the process. However, the top-down planning system in China is always claimed to focus on 

economic efficiency. 

 Public ParƟcipaƟon Mechanisms: Examining the mechanisms of public parƟcipaƟon in these 

countries reveals the complexiƟes of implemenƟng parƟcipatory planning. In China's case, 

planners act as mediators or acƟvists within a Ɵghtly controlled system. It provides a case to 

compare with Australia's more open and community-driven model. 

Most of the exisƟng empirical studies and theories on public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning are based 

on the pracƟces and contexts of western countries. There is a lack of research on how these 

parƟcipaƟon theories are implemented in centralised or non-democraƟc systems—parƟcularly in rapidly 

developing economies like China. This thesis, in response, addresses this research gap by comparing the 

processes of public parƟcipaƟon in planning pracƟces in Australia and China. 

In Australia, each state and territory is responsible for developing their own statutory and strategic land 

use planning framework. In New South Wales (NSW), early public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces included a 

public noƟce before rezoning could be proclaimed, required under the Local Government Act since the 

1920s. The first systemaƟc legislaƟon for urban planning in NSW was introduced in 1945 and included 

public exhibiƟon of plans, a provision for appeals against a plan and for considering public objecƟons 

during the plan-making process. The global environmental movement in the late 1960s inspired public 

awareness and resulted in public parƟcipaƟon in planning processes (Marshall et al., 2012). The 

establishment of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act) was the first 
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dedicated legislaƟon to focus on a systemaƟc planning framework. Public parƟcipaƟon is, thus, formally 

recognised as one of the fundamental principles of the EP&A Act.  

The Act requires public parƟcipaƟon during the plan-making process of environmental planning 

instruments and when assessing development applicaƟons and statements of environmental influences. 

It also provides mechanisms to ensure the public’s rights to access informaƟon is enabled through public 

inquiries and allows appeals challenging determinaƟons by consent authoriƟes and third-party rights to 

trigger court acƟon if there is a breach of the Act. 

In China, the tradiƟonal bureaucraƟc-based governance style has received broad criƟcism as the top-

down approach is thought not capable of dealing with increasingly complex issues (Shan, 2012; Tan & 

KyƩä, 2024). The top-down approach assumes that users’ needs can be planned and managed by central 

management, even though such needs can be ‘patronising’ or even ‘anachronisƟc’ (Shan, 2012). 

However, market-based economic reforms have challenged this assumpƟon. The role of government has 

shiŌed from purely planning and managing operaƟons to facilitaƟng and promoƟng users to engage in 

economic acƟviƟes. As communiƟes and individuals take on more economic rights and responsibiliƟes, 

public parƟcipaƟon is increasingly considered an important mechanism to establish collaboraƟon 

between the government and stakeholders (L. Zhang, Hooimeijer, Lin, & Geertman, 2020). On the other 

hand, accessibility and transparency in decision-making are considered features of modern and good 

governance (X. Li, F. Zhang, E. C. M. Hui, & W. Lang, 2020). 

As a result of planning system reforms in the 2000s, China’s central government introduced public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning decision-making processes. This approach was later widely adopted by local 

governments for plan-making. However, public parƟcipaƟon in the planning system in China is sƟll 

considered very limited. There is a lack of legislaƟve requirement on the level and depth of parƟcipaƟon 

and therefore, the real effects of public parƟcipaƟon are quesƟonable (Xu, Meng, Zhu, & Ding, 2024).The 

fact that the public do not have sufficient informaƟon, knowledge, and wiliness to acƟvely involve is 

another barrier for effecƟve parƟcipaƟon (Ye, Chen, Liu, & He, 2024). 

1.7 Framework for comparison - intenƟons, operaƟons and reported 

saƟsfacƟon on public involvement 

This research undertakes a comparaƟve analysis of public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning through case 

studies in Australia and China. It specifically examines the planning reform in New South Wales (NSW) 
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from 2012 to 2014 and the development of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (SCP) 2040 between 2014 

and 2016. The comparison is structured around a three-stage framework derived from a literature 

review on public parƟcipaƟon processes in planning and poliƟcal science: 

Stage One: ObjecƟves of Public ParƟcipaƟon 

The iniƟal stage involves assessing the objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon as perceived by stakeholders. 

Literature idenƟfies three primary objecƟves, namely, enhancing policy outcomes through diverse 

stakeholder suggesƟons, fostering social benefits like enhanced social connecƟon, and uƟlising public 

parƟcipaƟon as a bureaucraƟc tool to build trust and gain community consent for decisions. This stage 

corresponds to the first research objecƟve of comparing policy design objecƟves for public parƟcipaƟon 

across different governance systems. 

Stage Two: OperaƟonal Processes of Public ParƟcipaƟon 

The second stage examines the operaƟonal mechanisms of public parƟcipaƟon. This stage focuses on the 

issues like roles of planners and government officials as mediators, the selecƟon of parƟcipants, and the 

influence of the nature and scale of planning issues on parƟcipaƟon strategies. This analysis addresses 

the consequences of various operaƟonal factors on the parƟcipatory process. 

Stage Three: EvaluaƟon of ParƟcipaƟon Outcomes 

The final stage assesses the outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon processes through examining how input 

from consultaƟon influences policy outcomes and community’s saƟsfacƟon on parƟcipaƟon. It provides 

insights into the effecƟveness of parƟcipaƟon strategies in driving policies that meet local needs and 

expectaƟons. High saƟsfacƟon levels from the community indicate alignment with community 

preferences and involvement in decision-making, while areas of low saƟsfacƟon may reveal gaps in the 

process.  

1.8 System-wide level factors influencing parƟcipaƟon processes in 

planning: top-down and boƩom-up influences 

The raƟonale for incorporaƟng public parƟcipaƟon into statutory planning processes has been widely 

debated (Burton, 2009; Rydin & Pennington, 2000). For example, Macridis and Burg (1991) state that 

parƟcipaƟon in policy decision-making is a fundamental human right, similar to freedoms of expression, 

speech, and assembly, which reinforces democraƟc values of accountability and inclusion. Research 
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shows that planning laws on public parƟcipaƟon ensure that governments prioriƟse community 

involvement and lead to beƩer planning outcomes (Brody, Godschalk, & Burby, 2003). This thesis 

examines the effects of legislaƟon and policy on public parƟcipaƟon by analysing statutory requirements 

and guidelines, as well as how planning pracƟƟoners apply these provisions in their design and 

implementaƟon. 

Conversely, the influence of community perspecƟves on the design and effecƟveness of public 

parƟcipaƟon is also a key area of exploraƟon. Ruming (2018b) highlights how public percepƟons set the 

context for community parƟcipaƟon, while Lowndes, PratcheƩ, and Stoker (2001b) emphasise the 

importance of understanding ciƟzen views in an environment oŌen marked by local poliƟcal scepƟcism 

towards parƟcipaƟon. The degree of policy understanding and willingness to engage significantly affects 

how public parƟcipaƟon processes are structured and which parƟcipaƟon tools are selected (Brannan, 

John, & Stoker, 2006; Coglianese, 2004). This thesis aims to explore variaƟons in understanding and 

moƟvaƟon to parƟcipate in the planning systems of the case study countries, examining how these 

differences influence the design and execuƟon of public parƟcipaƟon processes in planning. 

1.9 Research Methods 

The thesis uses comparaƟve analysis for invesƟgaƟng and comparing the processes and features of 

public parƟcipaƟon in planning pracƟces in Australia and China. The two case studies were chosen 

because of limited exisƟng comparison research between western developed countries and state-led 

governance contexts. Also, planning reforms or planning system changes in both countries aƩempted to 

shiŌ public parƟcipaƟon in planning pracƟces. 

This research uses a mixed-methods approach for both data collecƟon and analysis. It incorporates 

qualitaƟve and quanƟtaƟve methods to achieve a variety of outcomes (PaƩon, 2014). The primary data 

collecƟon and analysis methods aim to answer each research quesƟon. These methods include 

document analysis, quesƟonnaire surveys, semi-structured interviews, discussions with community 

members, and observaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon workshops and seminars. The study reviewed and 

analysed historical and current planning legislaƟon, policies, and documents to trace the development of 

public parƟcipaƟon in the two planning systems.  A summary of data and analysis methods is in Table 1. 

The in-depth discussion about the research approach and the data collecƟon process for this study is 

provided in Chapter 3. 

Table 1: Data collecƟon method 
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Data Analysis Methods InformaƟon Type Australia China 

Document Analysis 
Key pieces of legislaƟon 3 3 

Other publicaƟons 3 2 

QuesƟonnaire Survey  101 96 

Semi-structured 

Interviews 

Government sectors or government 

agencies 
8 8 

Community members and 

representaƟves 
6 7 

 

1.10  Outline of the thesis 

The thesis is divided into nine chapters. The organisaƟon, connecƟons and brief content outlines of the 

chapters are provided below.  

Chapter One provides a general introducƟon and overview of the thesis. It outlines the context and 

background of the study, the research objecƟves and main research quesƟons, as well as research 

methods and structure. 

Chapter Two reviews the relevant literature in the field of public parƟcipaƟon in broader poliƟcal science 

and in planning disciplines more specifically. It is intended to reveal the relevant theories and knowledge 

on public parƟcipaƟon in planning in both western democraƟc countries and in state-led non-democraƟc 

countries. In parƟcular, it focuses on the key stages of public parƟcipaƟon processes and how the 

broader historical and cultural contexts may have influences on public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces and 

reported saƟsfacƟon levels from relevant stakeholders. It aims to develop an analyƟcal framework that 

was built on the current knowledge and to idenƟfy any gaps in the exisƟng literature that this present 

study will explore. 

Chapter Three explains the methodology employed in this research. It contains discussion on 

comparaƟve analysis as the primary research method and the jusƟficaƟon for the case study selecƟons. 

It also details methods of empirical data collecƟon and data analysis techniques. In addiƟon, it raises the 

limitaƟons of this study. 
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Chapter Four provides the historical and cultural background of public parƟcipaƟon policies and 

pracƟces. The chapter discusses how legislaƟon and policies in the two countries responded to public 

parƟcipaƟon policies revealed in the literature review. This chapter also highlights the processes of 

community parƟcipaƟon in the two planning pracƟces.  

Chapters Five and Six present and discuss the outcomes of the empirical work explained above. In 

parƟcular, the results of quesƟonnaire surveys, semi-structured interviews and observaƟons of 

community consultaƟon sessions in Australia and China are examined. Data and evidence from various 

stakeholders including policy-makers, planning pracƟƟoners, general community members and 

community group members are also included. The discussion is based on the three-stage procedure 

developed from the literature review chapter.  

Chapter Seven provides the findings of the research. The following discussion compares the similariƟes 

and differences of the two case studies based on the three-stage procedure of public parƟcipaƟon 

processes. ImplicaƟons of the research are presented. It also builds up the relaƟonship between the 

findings to the exisƟng literature and the focus of study of the thesis. 

Chapter Eight concludes the thesis. It concludes the key findings of this thesis, outlines the contribuƟons 

of this research and indicates the limitaƟons of the research. It also recommends some future research 

direcƟons.  
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Chapter 2 Review of community involvement 

and key steps of the process 

2.1 IntroducƟon  

Chapter 2 reviews literature in planning and poliƟcal science to explore public involvement in diverse 

cultural and poliƟcal contexts. The review connects directly to the research objecƟves by analysing how 

historical and cultural changes in planning systems influence public parƟcipaƟon. The chapter compares 

parƟcipaƟon pracƟces in Western democraƟc systems with those in less democraƟc environments. This 

comparison helps to understand the role governance models play in shaping parƟcipaƟon processes. 

It also examines three key stages of public parƟcipaƟon: the objecƟves of parƟcipaƟon, the operaƟonal 

strategies employed for engagement, and its effecƟveness in influencing policy outcomes. This approach 

provides a clear framework to study the processes and influences of public involvement across different 

contexts. 

The analysis idenƟfies three key factors that influence public parƟcipaƟon. These include governance 

legacies, legislaƟve and policy frameworks governing parƟcipaƟon, and community percepƟons and 

behaviours toward engagement. These factors are important for understanding how external and 

internal dynamics shape parƟcipaƟon. 

By presenƟng three primary research quesƟons, the chapter lays the groundwork for comparing 

parƟcipaƟon across countries. The chapter concludes by introducing a conceptual framework that 

supports the research objecƟves. This framework creates a foundaƟon for studying public parƟcipaƟon 

in urban planning under various governance models while ensuring the objecƟves guide the analysis in 

the following chapters. 

2.2 Understanding public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning: a global 

perspecƟve 

There is a large body of literature on public parƟcipaƟon in planning, which has conƟnued to evolve over 

the past several decades, beginning with the first debates about public involvement in development 

decisions that emerged in the 1960s. Much of the research literature has been undertaken in western 

countries, parƟcularly in the United Kingdom and the United States, with a focus on issues such as the 
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rhetoric versus reality of public parƟcipaƟon in planning, governmental influences on the process, and 

the actual efficacy and outcomes of public involvement.  

Studies have also looked at pracƟcal applicaƟons and experiences of public parƟcipaƟon in urban 

regeneraƟon and strategic planning processes, aiming to link such parƟcipaƟon to democraƟc renewal 

and acƟve ciƟzenship (Bailey & Peel, 2018). In Europe, scholarship tends to focus on empowerment, 

democracy, and neighbourhood planning, alongside broader debates on localism and parƟcipaƟon 

pracƟces (Bradley & Brownill, 2017; Yuille, 2022). In a non-European context, some notable contribuƟons 

such as Wan & Chiu (2008) analysis focused on changes in Hong Kong’s governance processes from 

eliƟst-led pro-growth to more community engagement in recent decades. Lim, Paidakaki, Verschure, and 

Van den Broeck (2023) explore the nuanced role of public parƟcipaƟon within Singapore's authoritaƟve 

governance framework, examining how the state's top-down planning approach has shaped and 

selecƟvely integrated public input since 1985 (Lim et al., 2023). The core of debates lies in the 

interpretaƟon of ‘public parƟcipaƟon’ itself—what consƟtutes meaningful involvement, who is included 

in the ‘public’, and how is their input integrated into planning decisions (Arnstein, 1969; Kotus & Sowada, 

2017). 

In democraƟc regimes, public parƟcipaƟon is oŌen framed within a legal and policy framework that 

mandates the inclusion of community voices in planning processes. This approach is underpinned by 

principles of transparency, accountability, and the belief that involving a broad spectrum of stakeholders 

leads to more equitable and sustainable outcomes. In these contexts, the ‘public’ is viewed as a diverse 

group of individuals whose input enhances the planning process.  

However, in socialist regimes, the mechanisms for involvement and the impact of public input on 

decision-making can differ widely. ParƟcipaƟon tends to be more top-down, with government 

authoriƟes determining who parƟcipates and how feedback is collected and used. This approach reflects 

a governance model where the government seeks to retain strong control over planning outcomes while 

limiƟng opportuniƟes for genuine public engagement. 

2.2.1 Similar but different concepts: public parƟcipaƟon vs. community 

parƟcipaƟon 

In the intricate landscape of urban planning and policy formulaƟon, the delineaƟon between community 

parƟcipaƟon and public parƟcipaƟon has become a focal point for scholarly debate and pracƟcal 

applicaƟon. While these concepts are frequently conflated in academic and professional discourse, a 
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detailed scruƟny reveals inherent differences that underscore their unique contribuƟons to the planning 

process. Community parƟcipaƟon involves working closely with local groups (usually residents) to 

address how planning decisions affect their environment, social connecƟons, and economic wellbeing. 

The goal of engagement is to empower communiƟes by giving them a real say in shaping changes that 

impact their daily lives(Arnstein, 1969; Fung, 2006). 

Public parƟcipaƟon, on the other hand, involves a broader range of stakeholders, including individuals, 

communiƟes, interest groups, and the general public. This inclusive approach is an essenƟal mechanisms 

for democraƟc governance, which addresses transparent, fair, and reflecƟve of diverse interests and 

needs in planning processes (Innes & Booher, 2004). Tools like public hearings, workshops, and online 

forums help gather a wide range of perspecƟves, enhancing decision-making with varied insights and 

experƟse. 

Recognising the connecƟons between community and public parƟcipaƟon is essenƟal for building a 

thorough understanding of parƟcipaƟon in planning. Although these two concepts focus on different 

groups, the processes, design, operaƟon, and outcomes of both are closely related and equally relevant. 

(Cornwall, 2008; Wampler & Avritzer, 2004). This thesis will, therefore, explore into the theories and 

pracƟces encompassing both community and public parƟcipaƟon. By reviewing the rich body of 

knowledge within these domains, this work aims to construct a conceptual framework for the research. 

This framework will not only highlight the disƟnct characterisƟcs of each approach but also explore their 

interconnecƟons and the potenƟal for integraƟng their strengths in fostering more inclusive, effecƟve, 

and sustainable planning processes. 

2.2.2 The evoluƟon of public parƟcipaƟon in popular planning theories 

The parƟcipaƟon theory within social and poliƟcal sciences has significantly shaped the theories of 

public parƟcipaƟon in planning. These theoreƟcal advancements not only reflect broader changes in 

how planning addresses societal needs, they also expose the tensions between ideal parƟcipatory 

pracƟces and their real-world applicaƟon.  The key scholars and their thinking is summarised in the Table 

2-1.  

Table 2-1: Key scholars and their thinking on public parƟcipaƟon in planning 
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A ladder of citizen 

participation 

(1969) 

Sherry Arnstein Introduced a framework to assess the various level of 

public involvement. The framework provided a critical 

examination of the difference between genuine 

empowerment and tokenistic engagement. Arnstein 

highlighted how public participation can either reinforce or 

challenge existing power dynamics. 

The theory of 

communicative 

action (1984 and 

1987) 

Jürgen Habermas Provided the theoretical foundation for rational-critical 

debate in the public sphere. Habermas highlighted the role 

of communicative action in democratic decision-making 

processes. His work had a major impact on participatory 

planning discussions and shaped subsequent debates 

about the nature and effectiveness of public involvement. 

Planning in the face 

of power (1989) 

John Forester Explored how communication and power dynamics 

influence public participation in planning. He advocated for 

a more deliberative approach that requires meaningful 

dialogue among all stakeholders. 

Collaborative 

planning (1998) 

Patsy Healey Focused on consensus-building and collaborative practices. 

Healey addressed how participatory and inclusive planning 

approaches can integrate diverse interests in urban 

development. Her idea reflected a broader trend on 

increasing democracies in urban governance. 

critical 

communicative 

planning (2002) 

Judith E. Innes 

and David E. 

Booher 

Highlighted the importance of dialogue, mutual 

understanding, and consensus-building to achieve more 

equitable and sustainable planning outcomes. 

post-political 

participatory 

planning (2010) 

Erik Swyngedouw Addressed the challenges in the consensus-driven model of 

participatory planning. They argue that such consensus 

focused approach can marginalise alternative viewpoints 

and overlook the fundamental power imbalances. 
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2.2.2.1 PromoƟng genuine parƟcipaƟon that represents wider society through empowerment within a 

scienƟfic-based raƟonal planning framework  

The history of pracƟces of community and public parƟcipaƟon in city planning and governance can be 

traced back to old Greek Ɵmes. The first exisƟng record of direct public parƟcipaƟon was in the Greek 

rules (Roberts, 2004). Between 1900 and 1930, direct public parƟcipaƟon was aƩempted in the US 

through the City BeauƟful Movement to encourage slum eradicaƟon (Day, 1997; Roberts, 2004). It was 

not unƟl the end of WWII, that direct public parƟcipaƟon was formally endorsed by the governments in 

the US and many western democraƟc countries worldwide. 

The rise of public parƟcipaƟon in government decision-making processes in the 1960s, especially  

Arnstein’s (1969) famous ‘ladder of parƟcipaƟon’, is a frequent reference for scholars of public 

parƟcipaƟon.  Arnstein’s ideas focused on the imbalance of powers held by different groups, and 

between decision-makers and the wider community. In her argument, planning should represent the 

benefits for, and interests of, wider society rather than just those of minority elite groups. This 

representaƟon of wider interests can only be achieved when communiƟes are empowered through real 

public parƟcipaƟon. She also idenƟfied the relevant parƟcipaƟon approaches and techniques to employ 

with different levels of community empowerment. Eight levels of empowerment reflected the level of 

power offered to the public from non-parƟcipaƟon to real ciƟzen power (see Figure 1 below).  
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Figure 1: Arnstein’s ladder of parƟcipaƟon (Arnstein, 1969) 

Derived from ideas of addressing empowerment and parƟcipaƟon approaches in decision-making 

process, thinking had been made on the status of public parƟcipaƟon in planning and idenƟfy the key 

players and methods and mechanisms to improve effecƟveness and fairness of public parƟcipaƟon in 

planning processes.  

Planning scholars and pracƟƟoners also started to think that planners are essenƟal in promoƟng such 

iniƟaƟves and choosing appropriate tools for public parƟcipaƟon. For example, ‘transacƟve planning’ 

(Friedmann, 1973) introduced an alternaƟve to the tradiƟonally scienƟfic-based planning model and put 

public parƟcipaƟon at the core of planning. In his theory, planners act as mediators for different interests 

and promote dialogues between those with differing interests. In a similar Ɵmeframe, there was also the 

rise of advocacy and pluralism planning (Davidoff, 1965; Mazzioƫ, 1974) which addressed the ideas that 

planners should lead a planning process that is inclusive of  the interests of pluralisƟc groups in the 

community and acts as an advocate for the benefit of less empowered groups, such as low-income 

groups, or for the environment. To achieve this goal, planners need to acƟvely work with groups who do 

not have sufficient resourcesor awareness of the importance and knowledge of planning issues to 
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represent themselves. In this way, the less-empowered groups can achieve meaningful empowerment in 

plan-making processes. These ideas reflected the move from the tradiƟonally top-down planning model 

before WWII that planners who hold experƟse should have the dominant role plan-making process 

based on logical and technological best outcomes for all the stakeholders.  

The ideology that public parƟcipaƟon performs the funcƟon of supplemenƟng technical-based and 

expert-oriented planning raƟonale was further developed by scholars who sought the value of non-

expert knowledge in planning processes. Public parƟcipaƟon promotes the generaƟon of new knowledge 

and new perspecƟves in planning (Hanna, 2000). This effect is most clearly reflected in planning in 

specific localiƟes Residents of local communiƟes have life experience., They recognise specific 

characterisƟcs of their local environment and/or situaƟon oŌen more clearly than planning experts 

(Corburn, 2003). Local, non-expert perspecƟves can add the values of future users of a designed space. 

Their insights about their environment and special places might never have been considered by planners 

(Laurian, 2003). 

2.2.2.2 CommunicaƟve planning as the dominant funciton of planning  

Since the 1980s, the debates have been more focused on the role of public parƟcipaƟon in managing 

relaƟonships between the government, planners and various stakeholders. Jürgen Habermas’ (1984; 

1987) ‘communicaƟve acƟons’ and Michel Foucault’s ideas on power, knowledge and discourse, received 

great interest from planners and produced profound effects on theories of public parƟcipaƟon. All the 

emerging thinking of public parƟcipaƟon in planning is considered to have somehow evolved from one 

or the other’s work (Silver, ScoƩ, & Kazepov, 2010).  

Habermas (Habermas, 1984 and 1987) argues in his communicaƟve behaviour theory that 

communicaƟve raƟonality is "the power of unconstrained, unified consensus building in debaƟng 

speeches." CommunicaƟve raƟonality is the basis of communicaƟon and understanding; negoƟaƟon 

raƟonality is a limited form of dialogue and communicaƟon. The value of raƟonality is reflected in the 

principles of fairness and social jusƟce. CooperaƟve raƟonality is the  central experience" of human life 

(Habermas, 1984 and 1987). His ideas addressed ‘consensus’ and ‘procedure’ in parƟcipaƟon work 

(Silver et al., 2010). Derived from Habermas’ thinking, “deliberaƟon plus law and due process consƟtute 

resources for the marginalised and powerless” (Silver et al., 2010). Habermas promotes a top-down 

process, where process rules are given in advance to accommoodate ideal dialogue and discussion 

(Flyvbjerg, Richardson, Allmendinger, & Tewdwr-Jones, 2002). Influenced by Habermas’ intelligence, the 
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works by Healey (Healey, 1998, 2020)and Forester (Forester, 1993)implemented communicaƟve acƟon 

theory into planning disciplines and addressedhow to  foster communicaƟon between stakeholders . 

During this period, planning scholars also started to think about the meanning and funcƟon of planning. 

Public parƟcipaƟon had been considered as one of the central ideologies of planning rather than as an 

additonal mechanism for collecƟng informaƟon leading to beƩer outcomes. The emphasis of planning 

had transformed from outcome-based to process-based that addressed communicaƟon, collaboraƟon 

and interacƟon in plan-making processes. Some of the most influenƟal theories of public parƟcipaƟon in 

planning are discussed below. 

The emergence theory of communicaƟve planning was considered as a transformaƟve point that had led 

to great progress in public parƟcipaƟon in planning. The tradiƟonal technical and scienƟfic- based 

planning model was challenged since it failed to foster agreement between the increasingly complicated 

and severe conflicts between stakeholders. In addiƟon, the tradiƟonal expert-centred and technically 

based planning process prevented the potenƟal for innovaƟve and collaboraƟve soluƟons (Forester, 

1987; Healey, 1992; Innes, 1998). The introducƟon of communicaƟve planning generally adopted 

Habermas’ ideology of ‘communicaƟve acƟon’ into planning. As far as decision-making was concerned, 

language and arguments were incorporated into the framework of policy issues and processes, and 

support/opposiƟon for planning proposals were thus considered. (Maginn, 2007).  

In communicaƟve planning theory, planners play an essenƟal role to mediate and negoƟate for agreed 

soluƟons between the conflicƟng views of stakeholders (Forester, 1987). Forester recognised the 

constraints and challenges that planners had to face when conducƟng democraƟc planning in terms of 

“inevitably limited Ɵme, poor informaƟon, compeƟng views, suspicious and conflicƟng parƟes, loud and 

not always happy voices” (Forester, 1994). He argued that informaƟon represents a key source of the 

planner’s power to exert influence in the planning process (Forester, 1982). This is because planners 

oŌen have the skills and determining powers on technical maƩers; they also understand the 

administraƟve structure and decision-making processes. Thirdly, planners are able to decide how 

informaƟon is communicated so under-represented groups can parƟcipate more effecƟvely in the 

planning process. Planners should be aware of, and try to avoid, misinformaƟon and distorted 

communicaƟon that could alter power imbalances  between advantaged and disadvantaged groups.  

Forester recognised, however, that this is oŌen inevitable since planners’ own incenƟves, ethics and 

alternaƟves can be a source of misinformaƟon. Planners should apply a proper informaƟon strategy to 

promote genuinely democraƟc planning processes. He pointed out that the two essenƟal focuses for 
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planning theory to idenƟfy are firstly, how planners can foster equality of representaƟon of parƟcipaƟon 

in planning proposals and secondly, how planners can lead the conversaƟon between interests of 

different stakeholders to work on consensus.  

Forester also invesƟgated how planners can uƟlise their own mediaƟon skills or involve trained 

mediators to effecƟvely organise and lead a consultaƟon process with stakeholders with histories of 

suspicion and acrimony. He found that through a process involving communicaƟon, arguments, criƟcs 

and re-framing ideas, there is a shiŌ in the aƫtudes and relaƟonships between originally conflicƟng 

group. There is also the emergence of mutual understanding and learning achieved in the process 

(Forester, 2006).    

(Healey, 1992) also echoed Habermas’ communicaƟve raƟonality and pointed out that the tradiƟonal 

technical and scienƟfic raƟonal approach to planning should be treated as equal to  other raƟonaliƟes 

such as equality and moral perspecƟves in planning. As Healey stated, communicaƟve raƟonality offers a 

way forward that brings together all the differences and experiences of human life and provides an arena 

for “reasoning formed within intersubjecƟve communicaƟon”. Further to Forester’s thinking, Healey 

believes that a communicaƟve approach to planning is not a process for represenƟng knowledge that is 

pre-formulated but is rather a process of producing new knowledge and thinking through exchanging 

percepƟons and understanding, and argumentaƟon. 

Healey recognised the potenƟal of communicaƟve planning to promote a collaboraƟve place-making 

approach during the era of neo-liberalism. The interests and demands for ‘place’ by different groups has 

varied greatly over the past three decades, and has played such an important role  that Healey 

considered we now live in a  “stakeholder society”. Among the numerous stakeholders, some have 

clearly defined their interests and strategies, while others have only vaguely defined ideas and “come 

together to work out strategic ideas and build sufficient consensus to pursue new iniƟaƟves in place-

making and place maintenance” (Healey, 1998). To realise a collaboraƟve planning process that 

addresses place-making in an interacƟve and facilitaƟve way involving many stakeholders, Healey 

pointed out that the tradiƟonal planning process and its fundamental principles should be reoriented to 

consider concepƟons of place-making and redesign. This process should take stakeholders’ concerns into 

account and thus move away from a performance, criteria-based form to a collaboraƟve place-making 

form (Healey, 1998). 
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Innes (1998) further pointed out that informaƟon is gradually embedded in the minds of the actors in 

the community, through the processes of parƟcipaƟon. In this process, all parƟcipants, including 

planners, collecƟvely create the meaning of informaƟon. These parƟcipants may collect and rely on 

many types of informaƟon, which are not necessarily based on formal analyƟcal reports and 

assumpƟons. The public parƟcipaƟon process enables the sharing of informaƟon collected by different 

parƟes., Its accuracy and implicaƟons are then assessed  and discussed. Innes claims that only through 

such a process can informaƟon prove meaningful and  represent a socially constructed understanding 

from the community. 

Innes also developed a framework to evaluate the effecƟveness of communicaƟve planning (Innes & 

Booher, 1999). She classifies the consequences and effects of communicaƟve planning into two 

dimensions. The first dimension considers the tangibility of the consequences including the provision of 

agreed plans and policies, as well as intangible products such as improved relaƟonships and mutual 

learning. The second dimension of communicaƟve planning accounts for the level of direct effects 

resulƟng from the project. The most direct first order effects include high-quality agreements and 

innovaƟve strategies; the second order effects are new partnerships and changes in percepƟons; the 

third order effects, which can be long-term and not directly related to the project, are new 

collaboraƟons, and reduced destrucƟve conflicts. Innes also pointed out that it is difficult to draw a clear 

boundary to separate processes and outcomes in communicaƟve planning since the process maƩers in 

itself and can be viewed as outcomes and also because processes and outcomes are likely to be Ɵed 

together. Innes idenƟfies a series of process criteria and outcome criteria to evaluate the performance of 

communicaƟve planning. 

2.2.2.3 CriƟcal communicaƟve planning and alternaƟve approaches tof power compeƟƟon in public 

parƟcipaƟon 

Another stream of theorists who were inspired by Foucault’s ideas, address how conflicts and powers 

drive and shape decision-making processes in planning pracƟces. Different to Habermas who believed 

communicaƟve acƟon can promote consensus, Foucault thought that power is the fundamental factor 

that drives social relaƟonships and pracƟces, and also “liberates and controls ciƟzens simultaneously” 

(Silver et al., 2010). Foucault addressed the inevitable nature of conflicts in society and power struggles 

in parƟcipaƟon. Under his ideology, parƟcipaƟon may have the effect of managing disadvantaged groups 

to some extent, however, the lost opportuniƟes to parƟcipate may make their situaƟons of disadvantage 

even worse. The process of struggle for power and influence itself is the empowering moment, which is 
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not necessarily within formal parƟcipaƟon procedures.. Different from the views of Habermas, who saw 

the reaching of agreement as a transcendental end for the conversaƟon, Foucault thought there is no 

moment of closure for this power struggle. Examples of planning scholars in this category include Stein 

and Harper (2003) and Flyvbjerg (1998a). 

Enlightened by Foucault’s thinking on power and conflict, many scholars used this ideology as their 

theoreƟcal basis for criƟcising communicaƟve planning theory, which, is oŌen criƟcised for its failure to 

take proper consideraƟon and invesƟgaƟon of the role of power relaƟonships (Huxley & YiŌachel, 2000; 

T. Richardson, 1996). As a result, communicaƟve planning theory is unable to help us understand what 

happens in the real world and therefore, it is difficult to implement this theory as a basis for the 

direcƟon of future change (Flyvbjerg et al., 2002; Huxley & YiŌachel, 2000; T. Ø. Sager, 2012) 

(Huxley, 2000) quesƟons the capabiliƟes of communicaƟve planning theory to promote consensus in real 

life. He addressed the complexity of interests in planning  and grouped them according to their socio-

economic features such as gender, race, economic wellbeing, and power relaƟonships. These embedded 

features decide the strategic interests and instrumental acƟons deployed by different stakeholders 

towards the direcƟon of policy changes. Huxley criƟcised communicaƟve planning because it seldom 

discussed how and why individuals and groups can be induced to give up their original strategic interests 

and instrumental acƟons toward securing their own aims in order to gain agreement which seems 

unachievable in the real-world (Huxley & YiŌachel, 2000) 

As T. Sager (2006) also pointed out, communicaƟve planning assumes an ideal situaƟon of unconstrained 

dialogue without any addiƟonal intervenƟon as the basis of the theory. In this ideal world, all the 

concerned stakeholders should “take part, freely and equally, in a cooperaƟve search for truth, where 

nothing coerces anyone except the force of the beƩer argument”. According to Sager such an 

assumpƟon of openness, inclusiveness, and fairness of parƟcipaƟon does not reflect real world pracƟces 

and is one of the fundamental dilemmas of communicaƟve planning. In addiƟon, the raƟonality of the 

use of a language discourse-based scenario toward reaching mutual understanding greatly depends on 

whether the speech acƟons are sufficiently comprehensible and acceptable, and whether powerful and 

less powerful stakeholders are willing to parƟcipate in such discussions (T. Sager, 2006). 

The alternaƟve approach considers power as unavoidable and pervasive and addresses both its 

producƟve and destrucƟve potenƟal. This theory engages with policies made as a result of struggles 

between different interests and where the “raƟonality of planning is exposed as a focus of conflict”. 
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Compared to communicaƟve planning, it is more focused on ‘real-life’ raƟonality and shiŌing from what 

should be done to what is actually happening. This approach promotes the idea that raƟonality is shaped 

by power, as noted by Flyvbjerg (1998b) and Flyvbjerg et al. (2002).  

Under this ideology, the funcƟon of social control and oppression by planning is addressed. Planning is 

the tool of the state aƩempƟng to influence and regulate spaƟal processes (Huxley & YiŌachel, 2000). 

Public parƟcipaƟon therefore, serves as a plaƞorm for powerful parƟes to acquire legiƟmacy for their 

decisions to implement social control, manipulaƟon and oppression;  the ‘darker side’ of planning 

(YiŌachel, 1998). 

Krumholz and Clavel (1994) explored various forms of manipulaƟon in planning.  An example of a 

commonly used strategy by authoriƟes is when they deliberately include some controversial and 

unnecessary elements, which are later removed to show the outcomes have reflected suggesƟons from 

public consultaƟon. Meanwhile, the substance of the plan remains unchanged. Other forms of 

manipulaƟon include disclosing informaƟon to people not enƟtled to have it. These manipulaƟons can 

be easily carried out by planners because they have insight into technical and insƟtuƟonal knowledge 

(Krumholz & Clavel, 1994; T. Sager, 2006). 

McGuirk (2001) examined a parƟcipatory planning process for a redraŌing of the Development Control 

Plans (DCPs) for Newcastle, NSW. In this case study, planners enthusiasƟcally wanted to implement a 

deliberaƟve planning process by including extensive consultaƟon and workshops which were much more 

intensive than tradiƟonal processes. However, McGuirk found that it was very difficult to reach a 

consensus between stakeholders with different social, economic, poliƟcal and cultural power-grids which 

made power irreducible and antagonism inevitable. McGuirk stated that “power and difference cannot 

be set aside, even temporarily, through epistemological realignment”. She interpreted the nexus 

between power, knowledge and raƟonality and pointed out that power differences in terms of experƟse, 

knowledge and resources have been well embedded into different categories of stakeholders before the 

parƟcipatory processes. These power relaƟonships and conflicts are hard to change through 

communicaƟve planning processes.  

2.2.2.4 Post-poliƟcal planning - public parƟcipaƟon as a tool to legiƟmate government decisions 

In response to the rise of neo-liberalism in government around the world,  many scholars argue that 

public parƟcipaƟon serves post-poliƟcal governments and has become a tool for governments to 

legiƟmate their decisions (Brownill & Parker, 2010; Legacy, Metzger, Steele, & Gualini, 2019).  This post-
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poliƟcal turn of planning research originates from criƟcal communicaƟon planning, which puts power, 

conflict and divergence at the core of the planning theory debate (Legacy, 2017). However, these 

scholars mainly draw on the poliƟcal aspect of public parƟcipaƟon in planning, addressing the 

relaƟonships between governments and ciƟzens and they also pay more aƩenƟon to real-life planning 

pracƟces. The ‘post-poliƟcal’ condiƟon refers to a context in which genuine poliƟcal contestaƟon—

characterised by ideological disagreement over social and economic direcƟons—is suppressed. In its 

place, a seemingly consensual policy framework emerges, oŌen grounded in neoliberal principles. 

(Swyngedouw, 2010). 

Under post-poliƟcal ideologies, governments seek to replace antagonism with consensus. Conflicts have 

not been removed, “but are instead more carefully choreographed and, in some cases, displaced or 

otherwise decidualised” (Johnstone, 2014). Public parƟcipaƟon in the planning process does not 

perform the funcƟon of empowering an arena for a wide range of opinions and opƟons to be discussed 

for future development, rather it is a stage-managed process with specific intenƟoned maƩers to be 

disclosed and open for debate. On the surface, the process shows parƟcipaƟon and legiƟmacy, but it 

aims to provide a preferred soluƟon through a well-designed parƟcipatory process, thus limiƟng those 

with conflicƟng views to a meaningful hearing. Post-poliƟcal planning governance focuses on the 

expectaƟon of diluƟng public parƟcipaƟon and narrowing the scope of poliƟcs and compeƟƟon (Bylund, 

2012). 

The consensus-based parƟcipaƟon process in post-poliƟcal ideology aims to legiƟmate parƟcular 

posiƟons by aƩempƟng to minimise any contest (Ruming, 2018a). It works for policy outcomes that align 

with poliƟcally powerful stakeholders, such as the government and owners of capital (MacDonald, 2015). 

Thus, post-poliƟcal planning is seen to involve governments’ aƩempts to manipulate the public 

parƟcipaƟon process to achieve the goal of consensus for already decided opƟons, closing off contests 

by formalising parƟcipatory processes and mobilising expert tesƟmony (MacDonald, 2015; Ruming, 

2018a).  

With poliƟcal intenƟons of achieving consensus to gain legiƟmacy for governments’ decisions, the formal 

insƟtuƟonal systems, procedures and techniques are considered the most important efforts 

governments can take to secure consensus and limit conflicts (Ruming, 2018a). To reduce the 

consequences of confrontaƟon, planners and elected officials may use the planning system for conflict 

management. The formal procedure for restricƟng parƟcipaƟon proposed by the government excludes 

when and how the public can parƟcipate, which can be considered as the result of restricƟng 
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parƟcipaƟon and making decisions on its effect. The technologies involved in this formal planning system 

include: large-scale community meeƟngs; using social media to aƩract the aƩenƟon of a wider range and 

variety of parƟcipants; and  promoƟng ciƟzen juries and ciƟzen groups as a fashionable parƟcipaƟon 

technology. This is a very popular way of community parƟcipaƟon in poliƟcs (Legacy, CurƟs, & Neuman, 

2014). As stated by Maginn (2007), the parƟcipatory process formulated by the government has created 

an illusion of the consultaƟve democracy process. However, careful inspecƟon shows that such processes 

do not firmly follow the principle of consultaƟve democracy. 

However, in reality, conflicts and antagonism cannot be removed or avoided since local residents may 

turn to alternaƟve channels outside formal parƟcipaƟon processes (Ruming, 2018a). Haughton (2019) 

uses an example of a public parƟcipaƟon process during the planning of a motorway WestConnex in 

Sydney. The author points out that the consultaƟon acƟviƟes, under careful management, can become a 

part of the non-poliƟcised technology used by the government to express its preferred schemes and 

policies., The only ‘raƟonal’ choice that can be reached is through a general consensus from these 

schemes and policies. Its intenƟon is to reject the voices of different views and make concessions to the 

economic and poliƟcal models that they regard as broken. It is noted that the strategy adopted by the 

government in the elecƟon process is to ensure that the protesters do not interfere with the distribuƟon 

of exisƟng power, such as providing only ‘selected’ informaƟon to the public, limiƟng the topics debated 

in the official public consultaƟon process, and dividing the opposing protesters into ‘broad communiƟes’. 

(Inch, 2015) also found strategies such as educaƟng the ‘good ciƟzens’ (ciƟzens and elected 

representaƟves receive educaƟon from government-funded agencies on the logic of the planning system 

and also on how much they should expect to influence the planning decision) and labelling pracƟces 

(such as using  label NIMBY to dismiss opposiƟon to development as parochial and self-interested) are 

employed by governments to tackle opposiƟon from communiƟes. 

From the boƩom-up perspecƟve, many scholars idenƟfied the mobilisaƟon strategies used by 

community groups to combat post-poliƟcal governance (Legacy, 2016; Legacy et al., 2019; Ruming, 

2018a). The unsaƟsfied ciƟzens and community groups who consider formal parƟcipaƟon is improperly 

managed, may choose to create their own informal deliberaƟve and democraƟc spaces such as public 

forums to exchange informaƟon and knowledge, organising online campaigns on social media, and/or 

preparing their own economic studies and appearing on local television and radio programs to present 

their own research outcomes and oppose the government’s proposal. (Legacy, 2016; Searle & Legacy, 

2020) pointed out that the post-poliƟcal turn in parƟcipaƟon in planning does not lead to a non-poliƟcal 
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planning process, but rather the opposite. The poliƟcal has emerged outside the formal process set by 

the government and is forming a “re-democraƟsaƟon” of planning through the deliberaƟve arena led by 

ciƟzens in an informal manner. In these informal parƟcipaƟon spaces, ciƟzen acƟon groups use various 

campaign techniques not only to dictate an alternaƟve planning opƟon they supported, but also to 

advocate for ways to improve democraƟc pracƟces in planning by involving themselves in maƩers that 

impact their lives. 

The thinking of public parƟcipaƟon ideologies in planning theories has experienced four rounds of 

significant changes which are also greatly impacted by the development in theory of public parƟcipaƟon 

in social and poliƟcal science broadly. With these the evoluƟon of the public parƟcipaƟon in planning 

theories in western and tradiƟonal democracy systems in the past 30 years, it is idenƟfied that the public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning pracƟces now is combined with mulƟple models of above (Silver et al., 2010) 

and in different poliƟcal and social contexts and also in stages of parƟcipaƟon process, there tended to 

be emphasis on different parƟcipaƟon model. 

 

2.3 Exploring the pracƟcal processes of public parƟcipaƟon in 

government decision-making- perceived objecƟves, operaƟonal 

processes, and outcomes and influences  

There are similar stages in most public parƟcipaƟon processes. For example, Bryson, Quick, SloƩerback, 

and Crosby (2013) idenƟfied three key stages in designing a public parƟcipaƟon process which covered 

understanding problems and idenƟfying purposes; enlisƟng resources and managing parƟcipaƟon; and 

evaluaƟng the performance to improve future pracƟces. This three-step guideline addresses the 

intenƟons of public parƟcipaƟon, the operaƟonal process of public parƟcipaƟon and the assessment of 

the performance of a public parƟcipaƟon process. 

The intenƟons or the objecƟve of parƟcipaƟon not only determines and sets out the policy goals but also 

influences how public parƟcipaƟon processes are operated. The operaƟonal process of public 

parƟcipaƟon, including choosing who to parƟcipate and which technologies to employ, decides the 

degree of legiƟmacy, representaƟveness and transparency of public parƟcipaƟon which are important 

factors for the evaluaƟon of a public parƟcipaƟon process. Such evaluaƟon assesses the performance of 
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how the public parƟcipaƟon process has achieved its intenƟons and objecƟves. The following secƟon 

examines studies on the three main steps menƟoned above. 

2.3.1 IntenƟons maƩer – the objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon 

Many planning documents have recognised that the benefits of public parƟcipaƟon lie in the raƟonality 

of the planning process (Brabham, 2009). At most, community parƟcipaƟon can be regarded as a logical 

extension of the democraƟc process in a more local, direct and cauƟous manner (Pimbert & Wakeford, 

2001). At the very least, the parƟcipaƟon of ciƟzens in the process of plan-making helps to ensure that 

future users have access to the informaƟon relaƟng to the plan (Brody et al., 2003). Public parƟcipaƟon 

has become an indispensable step in public affairs worldwide due to its considered significant benefits in 

government decision-making in three areas discussed below. Firstly, public parƟcipaƟon is widely 

believed to have the benefit of improving the quality of government decision-making processes and 

outcomes, which may further impact the public’s long-term saƟsfacƟon with their governments’ 

performance in general (Halvorsen, 2003). Secondly, public parƟcipaƟon is also considered to have social 

benefits for ciƟzens and communiƟes such as enhancing people’s dignity and self-esteem; improving 

individuals’ self-confidence to influence  aspects of their lives; helping people develop a beƩer 

understanding of their real interests; providing opportuniƟes for people to express their opinions; and 

also contributes to a greater sense of belonging to the community and an enhanced sense of social 

cohesion (Richardson, 1983). Lastly, public parƟcipaƟon is thought to encourage collaboraƟve behaviours 

of stakeholders and promote trust in the legiƟmacy of governments’ decision-making processes and 

outcomes.   

2.3.1.1 Instrumental objecƟves- improving government decision-making processes, outcomes and 

implementaƟon 

Public parƟcipaƟon is believed to lead to beƩer decision-making outcomes and processes. Through 

bringing in different needs and ideas into the decision-making process, public parƟcipaƟon is thought to 

promote understanding of diverse interests of stakeholders, provide opportuniƟes for innovaƟve 

soluƟons, as well as the potenƟal to reduce risks to different parƟes in the community (Burton, 2009; 

Pagliara & Di Ruocco, 2018; Papadopoulos & Warin, 2007). Policy- makers responsible for making policies 

on a broad scale of spaƟal areas and on different issues may lack local or specific life experience on the 

subject maƩer (Graversgaard, Jacobsen, Kjeldsen, & Dalgaard, 2017; Rydin & Pennington, 2000). 

Lindblom & Cohen (1979) and Schon (1984) stated that the public’s ‘ordinary knowledge’ is able to help 

ensure that policies proposed reflect local condiƟons and values (Burby, 2003). 



30 
 

Also, public parƟcipaƟon that includes open discussion of different or even conflicƟng percepƟons can 

enhance mutual understanding of the complexity of the issues faced by different parƟes, which 

consequently promote the process of idenƟfying consensus soluƟons (Glasbergen, 1994; Habermas, 

1984 and 1987; Innes & Booher, 1999; Pagliara & Di Ruocco, 2018). Even in the situaƟon that consensus 

cannot be achieved, the knowledge of interests from other parƟes may reduce the severity of opposiƟon 

and contribute to beƩer implementaƟon of decisions (Stephens & Berner, 2011).  

 In theory, the benefits of public parƟcipaƟon are considered to include bringing different views and 

perspecƟves into discussion, which may lead to beƩer planning outcomes (Brabham, 2009; Forester, 

1987; Hanna, 2000; Innes & Booher, 1999; Van Herzele, 2004). Public parƟcipaƟon is thought to have the 

capacity to promote learning and knowledge exchange between different parƟes and ulƟmately 

promotes creaƟve soluƟons that can be agreed to by all stakeholders (Innes & Booher, 1999). The non-

expert and local knowledge gained from life experience is thought to be essenƟal in local or 

neighbourhood scale planning processes (Rydin & Pennington, 2000).  

ParƟcipaƟon in decision-making can provide the public with valuable opportuniƟes to express their 

views and needs, and thus decision-making can beƩer meet the various needs of the public (Shan, 

2012). Burby (2003), for example, used empirical data from 60 local governments in Florida and 

Washington to examine public parƟcipaƟon processes in the making of comprehensive plans. The data 

showed posiƟve relaƟonships between beƩer public parƟcipaƟon and stronger planning outcomes. 

SomeƟmes, though, the process of public parƟcipaƟon may lead to slow and cumbersome decision-

making. However, any short-term costs are likely to be offset by longer term benefits (Burton, 2009), 

especially for neighbourhood or site-specific projects where local knowledge and implementaƟon by 

local communiƟes has a greater impact on planning outcomes.  

2.3.1.2 Social objecƟves of community parƟcipaƟon: improving social capital  

The second set of benefit is related to the social aspect of public parƟcipaƟon. It is believed that through 

the interacƟon and communicaƟon in the public parƟcipaƟon process, networks and relaƟonships 

between individuals can be established which will lead to an increase in social capital in the community. 

Social capital is defined as the connecƟons between individuals that promote “social networks and the 

norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them” and that enable parƟcipants to act 

effecƟvely to obtain shared objecƟves (Putnam, 2000). The three elements of social capital are 

relaƟonships, trust and norms which are essenƟal for an inclusive and desirable society (Mandarano, 

Meenar, & Steins, 2010). Social capital gained through public parƟcipaƟon will also help community 
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members to seek more social jusƟce, achieve beƩer community idenƟty and have a stronger sense of 

how they can impact maƩers important to their lives (Nikkhah & Redzuan, 2009). The forums for public 

parƟcipaƟon, such as community meeƟngs and focus group discussions, encourage people to become 

more sociable and, at the same Ɵme, contribute to a greater sense of social integraƟon, cohesion and/or 

solidarity (A. Richardson, 1983). Also, the actor-oriented iniƟaƟves in public parƟcipaƟon processes 

confirm communiƟes’ role in driving and performing social changes (Eversole, 2012). In addiƟon, public 

parƟcipaƟon is also believed to promote social jusƟce by addressing the weakness of some principles 

embedded in society. For example, the ideal public parƟcipaƟon encourages inclusive soluƟons for all 

parƟcipants and is not based on majority rule that can outvote poor and excluded minoriƟes (Silver et 

al., 2010).  

In planning related studies, this stream of benefit is also a frequently addressed iniƟaƟve for public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning processes. Researchers have confirmed that the interacƟons, relaƟonships and 

networks built in the process of public parƟcipaƟon can promote informaƟon sharing to achieve mutual 

understanding, thereby resolving conflicts, making decisions more effecƟvely, coordinaƟng more 

efficiently and enhancing the ability to respond to future challenges (Innes & Booher, 1999; Mandarano 

et al., 2010; Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). The stronger relaƟonships and networks, confidence and 

informaƟon at the individual level is believed to contribute to more effecƟve policy outcomes.  

2.3.1.3 BureaucraƟc objecƟves of community parƟcipaƟon or collaboraƟve governance 

The above three streams of raƟonales are oŌen referred as the reasons of public parƟcipaƟon in classic 

parƟcipatory theory which are claimed cannot fully explain the pracƟces of contemporary pracƟces of 

public parƟcipaƟon employed by governments (Fung, 2006). Increasingly, research on the purpose of 

public parƟcipaƟon has focused on the third set of benefits, which the subject of benefit is more related 

to governments or the poliƟcal regimes that governments operate.  

The issues and interests involved in government decision-makings have become increasingly complicated 

that the tradiƟonal approach of managing through hierarchical instruments such as representaƟve 

democracy system is incapable to handle.  

The role of the state shiŌs from that of ‘governing’ through direct forms of control (hierarchical 

governance), to that of ‘governance’, in which the state must collaborate with a wide range of actors in 

networks that cut across the public, private and voluntary sectors, and operate across different levels of 

decision making (Newman et al., 2004).  
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A large number of documents show that the governments of the United Kingdom, the United States, 

Australia and most western European countries are trying to shiŌ their aƩenƟon to  encouraging 

collaboraƟon, working together with other organisaƟons to maximise profits for their ciƟzens through 

partnerships and community parƟcipaƟon (Burton, 2006). RepresentaƟve democracy provides ciƟzens 

with limited opportuniƟes to directly link ciƟzens with governance insƟtuƟons and processes, which are 

considered too hierarchical and bureaucraƟc to meet the needs of the government and deal with mulƟ-

interest world issues (Silver et al., 2010).  

One of the complexiƟes governments are facing is the rise of the ‘stakeholder society’. As Healey (1998) 

noted, people and organisaƟons are behaving differently from before and are performing new acƟviƟes. 

Some stakeholders have well-defined perspecƟves and strategies on how they seek their objecƟves. 

Their ways of operaƟng can lead policy-making processes to become like a baƩle of struggling between 

compeƟng interests. Governments are facing great risks leading to failures of projects or, even worse, to 

their reputaƟons if they cannot saƟsfy stakeholders’ interests. This effect is becoming increasingly 

intense with the increased use of technologies and widely distributed informaƟon (Castells, 1996). 

People with similar values and interests are now more easily networked and differences in knowledge 

and values among individuals and communiƟes are growing. Accomplishing anything significant or 

innovaƟve requires creaƟng flexible linkages among many players (Innes & Booher, 1999). 

As a result, governments have to seek to break out of their tradiƟonal hierarchical structure and broaden 

the involvement and influence of ciƟzens, businesses and other stakeholders from mulƟple sectors and 

work together to develop and implement policies to address a complex, mulƟ-faceted problem or 

situaƟon (Choi & Robertson, 2014). It is believed that public parƟcipaƟon is a helpful tool to facilitate 

such conversaƟons for consensus and collaboraƟon.  

The process building consensus involves forming a common vision through mass parƟcipaƟon with the 

efforts of different stakeholders, and then developing a detailed way to achieve the goal. Policies have 

become constant consultaƟons among decision-makers. The category of ‘decision-makers’ is widely 

defined by scholars (Lafferty & Eckerberg, 2013) and comprises many external groups of civil society 

engaged through different public parƟcipaƟon and consultaƟon mechanisms. New technologies used inf 

public parƟcipaƟon such as focus groups and ciƟzen juries have also expanded the range of stakeholders 

co-opted as part of ‘consultaƟve democracy’ (Jacobs, 2006). 
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Genuine and effecƟve public parƟcipaƟon processes are an important government iniƟaƟve to show 

transparency of the government decision-making process, which improves the trust of their ciƟzenship 

(Halvorsen, 2003; Kang & Van Ryzin, 2019). Many governments around the world are suffering from the 

decreasing trust from the public, which may lead to further negaƟve outcomes on their performance. 

For example, individuals who do not trust their governments tend to not cooperate in implemenƟng 

rules or policies made by them (Kang & Van Ryzin, 2019; Van Ryzin, 2011). This trust is parƟcularly 

essenƟal for elected governments because they need to win the trust of voters. 

Public parƟcipaƟon in the decision-making process is considered a benchmark criteria showing the 

responsiveness, accountability and transparency of a government (Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; Kim & Lee, 

2012). As Grisez Kweit and Kweit (2007) noted, the belief that ciƟzens have “had an impact and the city 

had aƩempted to involve ciƟzens” can have strong posiƟve influences on people’s saƟsfacƟon with their 

governments. This is because the “fundamental psychological meanings and aƩachments” triggered by 

the experience of parƟcipaƟon influence how people view and value government (Kang & Van Ryzin, 

2019). 

Recent empirical studies have shown that parƟcipaƟon can rebuild ciƟzens' trust. It seems that people 

with a posiƟve parƟcipaƟon experience can enhance their trust in the government. However, the 

argument that "parƟcipaƟon generates trust" assumes that parƟcipaƟon is effecƟve and saƟsfactory, but 

this phenomenon is rare. In general, process dissaƟsfacƟon seems to drive trust into a vicious circle 

(Åström, 2020). 

Also, Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015) noted the parƟcipaƟon experience (whether good or bad) causes 

people to form percepƟons about their governments and these can be short-term within project 

Ɵmeframes or long-term that impact aƫtudes on other government acƟons. Furthermore, many 

scholars idenƟfied that geƫng the process right, can be more important than the outcomes and results 

of the decision-making (Van Ryzin, 2011). “The symbolic role of parƟcipaƟon may be more important 

than its instrumental role” (Kim, 2010). Due to the great impact on people’s trust, more governments are 

using public parƟcipaƟon as a compulsory step in their decision-making processes, which is an important 

strategy for improving trust in government (Kim, 2010). 

2.3.2 Key factors influencing operaƟonal processes  

Many authors try to link the mature theory of public parƟcipaƟon with actual pracƟce. For example, 

Roberts (2004) noƟced that pracƟƟoners did not master the complex theory of parƟcipaƟon needed to 
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properly engage in such work. The link between theory and pracƟce may be an area that needs further 

in-depth study, although others try to solve this problem through process assessment. PoliƟcal 

insƟtuƟons are usually happy to know that consultaƟons have been held, however, planners and 

poliƟcians may lack of the means to assess the value of using the consultaƟon process (Rowe & Frewer, 

2000). 

Indeed, public parƟcipaƟon is a complex and systemaƟc process with different players including 

governments, planners and various parƟcipants interacƟng and influencing one another and all act 

independently as well. As Innes and Booher (2004) suggested, the process is not one-way 

communicaƟon from parƟcipants to government or government to parƟcipants. However, “it is a mulƟ-

dimensional model where communicaƟon, learning and acƟons are joined together and where the 

polity, interests and ciƟzenry co-evolve”. 

2.3.2.1 Roles and moƟvaƟons of government officers and planners 

Governments and planners oŌen perform the role of organisers of formal public parƟcipaƟon processes. 

They play significant roles in the whole public parƟcipaƟon process. In the iniƟal stage, the design and 

operaƟon of the public parƟcipaƟon process uses specific mechanisms that oŌen differs based on the 

goal of governments or decision-makers. In their study, Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015) classified the 

goals of public parƟcipaƟon as below. Decision-makers want to: 

 inform the public  

 collect public opinions, feedback and preferences  

 let the public suggest new ideas or data  

 support voluntary services  

 solve problems driven by the public.  

ParƟcipants, on the other hand, oŌen want to influence planning decisions and/or budgets. The goals set 

by parƟcipaƟon leaders have great influences on how public parƟcipaƟon is delivered and the outcomes 

(Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). 

Planners’ goals are oŌen guided by the government they serve. They oŌen exercise power to decide 

what maƩers to include for debate, which stakeholders they engage with, and which parƟcipaƟon 

approaches to employ, and what and how the relevant background informaƟon is provided to 

parƟcipants., They can choose how they advise the government of the outcomes and range of opƟons 

produced through public parƟcipaƟon (Thorpe, 2017). Forester (1982) pointed out that the technical and 
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insƟtuƟonal knowledge planners have and have access to is a source of power. Besides their technical 

role, oŌen understood as the main role of planners in the tradiƟonal technically-based planning model, 

planners are recognised as having more acƟve roles in advocaƟng for public parƟcipaƟon (Davidoff, 

1965). Zhang, Hooimeijer, Lin, and Geertman (2019) idenƟfied five roles that planners have as advocates 

to address inequaliƟes in stakeholder parƟcipaƟon:  

 by educaƟng and bringing in disadvantaged groups into discussions  

 as facilitators to promote debates between different interest groups  

 as moderators to encourage parƟcipants to express their own opinions 

 as mediators to transform antagonism into working relaƟonships and pracƟcal agreements   

  as acƟvists to claim ciƟzens’ rights to the city. 

2.3.2.2 ParƟcipants and reasons for parƟcipaƟng 

Clarifying parƟcipants, or stakeholders, and understanding how they will impact, or be impacted by, the 

decision-making process is a crucial part of the design of a public parƟcipaƟon process (Bryson et al., 

2013).  The literature has widely recognised that the “appropriate stakeholders should be involved in 

appropriate ways in a parƟcipaƟon process” based on the broader context, the objecƟves of the task 

overall, and the purposes of the public parƟcipaƟon process (Bryson et al., 2013; Friend & Hickling, 

2005). To decide who are ‘appropriate stakeholders’, designers of public parƟcipaƟon must consider 

whether the decision-making process should consider members of the public as consumers, clients or 

ciƟzens depending on the backgrounds and problems to be addressed (Fung, 2006).  

Fung (2006) has also summarised eight mechanisms to idenƟfy five direct and three indirect 

parƟcipaƟon methods. For direct parƟcipaƟon, the first approach is to consider opening to all who wish 

to be involved. This mechanism is in response to the fact that not every ciƟzen will choose to parƟcipate 

in every, or indeed any, public decision-making process and there may be valid reasons for choosing not 

to do so (Burton, 2009). However, it is argued that people who are in beƩer posiƟons in terms of wealth 

and educaƟon tend to parƟcipate more than those who lack these advantages (Fiorina, 1999). The 

second and third mechanisms address this issue. One mechanism is to selecƟvely recruit parƟcipants 

targeƟng groups such as low-income and minority communiƟes that are less likely to parƟcipate. 

Another mechanism is to randomly select parƟcipants from the general populaƟon using the methods 

such as polling, ciƟzen juries and planning cells (GasƟl, 2000). 
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The next two direct mechanisms focus more on groups with parƟcular interests. The fourth mechanism 

is to idenƟfy “lay stakeholders” who have deep interest in some public concerns such as sustainability 

and heritage and are willing to invest a great amount of Ɵme and energy to act as representaƟves for 

those who have similar interests but choose not to parƟcipate. The last mechanism is to intenƟonally 

gather “professional stakeholders” who are usually paid representaƟves of organised interests such as 

parƟcular industries and public organisaƟons (Fung, 2006). 

There are three indirect parƟcipaƟon mechanisms that contrast with the above direct parƟcipaƟon 

methods. The first two indirect mechanisms are selecƟng individuals who have posiƟons in the state, 

namely professional poliƟcians who are supposed to represent the public’s interests and technical 

experts who provide advice to public bureaucracies. The last indirect parƟcipaƟon mechanism is more 

diffuse such as using mass media and informal avenues of discussion. These eight mechanisms for 

idenƟfying or selecƟng actors in the public parƟcipaƟon process can be schemaƟcally arranged from the 

most exclusive to the most inclusive. 

Scholars also tried to invesƟgate the moƟvaƟons of public process parƟcipants (Shipley & Utz, 2012). 

Clary and Snyder (2002), for example, pointed out that a majority of ciƟzens have posiƟve aƫtudes 

towards engagement opportuniƟes for policies impacƟng their lives. However, aƩending public meeƟngs 

or wriƟng submissions tended to be a burden because of Ɵme constraints associated with modern lives 

(C. S. King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998). ParƟcipaƟon is an acƟvity that people only make aŌer they have taken 

care of the essenƟals in their lives (Iannaccone & Everton, 2004). The level of interest of parƟcipants also 

varies between different naƟons where the poliƟcs and culture of parƟcipaƟon influences moƟvaƟons of 

parƟcipants (Silverman, 2006).  

What is interesƟng is that the moƟvaƟons and intenƟons of parƟcipants are not necessarily aligned with 

the goals of parƟcipaƟon set by governments. Shipley and Utz (2012) noted that although the 

government and planners generally regard the parƟcipaƟon process to inform the public about what is 

going to happen or to choose from a set of predetermined plans, the public generally believes that they 

will have a greater impact on the end result. 

2.3.2.3 Nature and scale of planning issues for public parƟcipaƟon 

Another important factor impacƟng public parƟcipaƟon processes is the nature and scale of issues for 

parƟcipaƟon. The nature and scale of issues will decide the populaƟon that will be impacted by planning 

decisions and thus they should be consulted in the decision-making process. For example, Burton (2009) 
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conducted a comparaƟve analysis regarding the significance of decision-making along a spectrum of 

influence. On one end of this spectrum, it exerts an impact on the decisions made by all personnel 

within the jurisdicƟon, whereas on the opposite end, its influence is confined to just a few individuals. 

He categorized these two extremes as ‘strategic’ decisions (affecƟng the majority) and ‘individual’ 

decisions (affecƟng the minority) and posiƟoned them within the context of planning. Within this 

planning framework, the effects of decision-making are experienced by the groups situated between the 

majority and the minority. 

From a spaƟal perspecƟve, such disƟncƟons can be between the making of regional strategic plans and 

neighbourhood community plans. From an insƟtuƟonal perspecƟve, such disƟncƟons can be between 

decisions about consƟtuƟonal maƩers and about the applicaƟon of consƟtuƟonal or policy decisions to 

specific cases.  

Differences in the nature and scale of the planning maƩer impact the process of parƟcipant selecƟon. 

Since strategic and consƟtuƟonal decisions will impact a broader range of people, more parƟcipants can 

claim a right to parƟcipate in the process on the basis of being affected by it. If it is not achievable that 

everyone who is affected by the decision can parƟcipate and only a smaller sample of parƟcipants can be 

involved, consideraƟon should be given to issues of fairness, representaƟon and equality.  

In addiƟon, the nature and size of the topic will also affect the parƟcipants' moƟvaƟon and ability to 

parƟcipate. Innes and Booher (1999) noted that ordinary ciƟzens may aƩend public hearings at the local 

level as their interests are most affected and their understanding is greatest at that level. Burton, 

Goodlad and CroŌ (2006)’s research shows that compared with the broader and more strategic decision-

making process, people are more willing to parƟcipate in the small-scale and narrow decision-making 

process because such events do not play a significant role in their daily life. 

In addiƟon, the more technical and knowledge-based decisions may limit parƟcipants’ ability to make a 

valuable input. For example, Rowe and Frewer (2000) pointed out that if the policies and issues for 

parƟcipaƟon are more knowledge-based decisions, the purposes of public parƟcipaƟon should be set at 

a low level of involvement. . However, if the policies and issues are more value-based decisions, then 

more public input such as solicitaƟon of public opinions or acƟve parƟcipaƟon of public representaƟves 

in decision-making processes can be considered. 
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2.3.2.4 Tools and methods for parƟcipaƟon and communicaƟon 

Different purposes for public parƟcipaƟon, the variety of parƟcipant groups, and differences in the 

natures of projects require appropriately matched parƟcipaƟon methods and tools (Bryson et al., 2013; 

Cooper, Bryer, & Meek, 2006; Walters, AydeloƩe, & Miller, 2000). SelecƟon of the tools and approaches 

of public parƟcipaƟon generally depends on the range and number of parƟcipants (for example, public 

meeƟng vs. focus groups); the level of directness and in-depth communicaƟon required (for example, 

face-to-face meeƟngs vs. submissions); and the proposed outcomes of the process (for example, 

scenario workshops vs. a collaboraƟve taskforce) (Shipley & Utz, 2012). 

Many scholars have aƩempted to establish frameworks to idenƟfy appropriate public consultaƟon 

approaches within specific policy contexts and considering the level of involvement sought by the public. 

Shipley and Utz (2012), for example, reviewed 11 approaches ranging from tradiƟonal public meeƟngs 

and focus groups to more recent web-based techniques of public consultaƟon and their applicaƟons in 

pracƟce in response to the purposes set by government and the level of involvement and empowerment 

of the general public. As Rosener recognised: "[T]he decision to employ any technique, or combinaƟon 

of techniques, must be accompanied by an appraisal of the context within which parƟcipaƟon will take 

place" (Rosener, 1978).  

In recent decades, there has been a constant influx of novel tools designed to facilitate parƟcipatory 

decision-making. This influx has led to the emergence of what is commonly referred to as ‘community 

acƟviƟes,’ as described by (Bryson, 2004). These acƟviƟes serve as an adjunct to convenƟonal models of 

democraƟc parƟcipaƟon in certain countries. Such tools encompass a wide range of mechanisms, 

including "public invesƟgaƟon, legislaƟon ensuring the right to access informaƟon, ciƟzen juries, policy 

dialogues, assessments of public opinion influences, regulatory negoƟaƟons, mediaƟon, and other third-

party-driven conflict resoluƟon methods" (Dryzek & Braithwaite, 2000). 

More recently, especially in the planning context, tradiƟonal approaches to public parƟcipaƟon have 

been criƟcised for:  

 their lack of aƩenƟon to translaƟng policy proposals into easy-to-understand language; 

 their inability to reach a broader range of parƟcipants; and  

 failing to uƟlise the informaƟon produced (Kahila-Tani, KyƩa, & Geertman, 2019).  

As a result, there are increasing discussions on using digital technologies and plaƞorms to conduct public 

parƟcipaƟon processes (Afzalan & Muller, 2018; Jankowski, Czepkiewicz, Młodkowski, Zwoliński, & 
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Wójcicki, 2019). For example, Al-Kodmany (1999) explored into strategies aimed at enhancing public 

parƟcipaƟon in the planning and design processes. This involved direcƟng community discussions 

towards design opƟons, employing visualisaƟon through planning technology, and guiding community 

members through the design process. These efforts were undertaken to heighten awareness of 

community design and facilitate improved communicaƟon. 

The effecƟveness of these approaches also depends on how they are used and how well the informaƟon 

is explained. (Frewer, Howard, & Shepherd, 1998), for example, idenƟfied that the approach of simply 

communicaƟng and exchanging informaƟon clearly and efficiently would be sufficient to achieve public 

saƟsfacƟon, indicaƟng that public misunderstandings and objecƟons can be resolved by beƩer explaining 

the concepts and contexts of the proposed policies.  

2.3.3 Understanding the outcomes: the influences of community parƟcipaƟon in 

final policy outcomes and the reported saƟsfacƟon of public parƟcipaƟon 

by stakeholders 

EffecƟve and operable evaluaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon can help policy-makers learn from previous 

experiences so that they can enhance the effecƟveness of future pracƟces and build long-term 

insƟtuƟonal capacity to conduct effecƟve parƟcipaƟon (Laurian & Shaw, 2009; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). 

EvaluaƟon is also important to test if the perceived benefits can be achieved and therefore support the 

viability of public parƟcipaƟon in policy-making processes (Burton et al., 2006). In contrast to other 

forms of poliƟcal engagement, public parƟcipaƟon primarily addresses the quesƟons of what is at stake 

and the potenƟal impact of its outcomes on poliƟcal decisions (Schroeter, Scheel, Renn, & Schweizer, 

2016). Many authors concur that poliƟcal representaƟves and decision-makers should either embrace or 

carefully consider the results of public parƟcipaƟon processes. The success of proposals for parƟcipatory 

processes hinges on their clear idenƟficaƟon and delineaƟon before the commencement of the process. 

Only when parƟcipants grasp how their perspecƟves are factored into and integrated within the poliƟcal 

process can they anƟcipate commiƩed individuals striving for the most opƟmal proposal (Goodin & 

Dryzek, 2006). 

However, in pracƟce, while public parƟcipaƟon is considered by many to be a good thing, there have 

been few empirical studies that have rigorously tested whether such ‘good things’ are realised in pracƟce 

(Burton et al., 2006). The difficulƟes of designing a systemaƟc evaluaƟon framework is partly due to the 

mixture of tangible and intangible, short-term and long-term outcomes as a result of public parƟcipaƟon 
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(Innes & Booher, 1999), and also because of the wide range of intenƟons and perceived benefits that the 

process of public parƟcipaƟon is supposed to achieve (Burton, 2009).In addiƟon, policy seƫngs  differ 

greatly in terms of the nature and scale of projects and benefits to different stakeholders of public 

parƟcipaƟon processes. This leads to different percepƟons of public parƟcipaƟon for different 

stakeholders (Burton et al., 2006). The lack of evaluaƟon methods may lead to concerns and quesƟons 

about the legiƟmacy of public parƟcipaƟon processes, the appropriateness of the soluƟons they 

produce, and the cost effecƟveness of the Ɵme and money spent on parƟcipaƟon (Innes & Booher, 

1999). 

While creaƟng a clear framework to evaluate public parƟcipaƟon is challenging, valuable lessons can be 

drawn from efforts to measure its influences and potenƟal benefits on specific parƟcipaƟon objecƟves. 

Some studies used a policy analysis approach to assess the extent of instrumental benefits that public 

parƟcipaƟon has generated in policy outcomes. Brody et al  (2003), for example, compared local 

environmental plans and invesƟgated how engaging different types of stakeholders in the plan-making 

process affected the contents that the plan addressed. They found that mandates impact how local 

government address ciƟzen involvement and that the design of ciƟzen involvement programs affect the 

resulƟng level of public parƟcipaƟon. 

Surveys and interviews of parƟcipants are frequently used methods to assess the social benefits and 

bureaucraƟc values that public parƟcipaƟon has brought about. These approaches oŌen use 

parƟcipants’ own subject percepƟons as a measurement to evaluate the level of saƟsfacƟon with 

parƟcular issues. Halvorsen (2003) surveyed parƟcipants before and aŌer a series of high-quality public 

parƟcipaƟon events and how these events had transformed parƟcipants’ views on the public authoriƟes 

that undertook the policy-making process. Kim and Lee (2012) conducted a quesƟonnaire survey to test 

if the promoƟon of an online parƟcipaƟon process improved the level of transparency perceived by 

parƟcipants and consequently enhanced parƟcipants’ trust in their government. He found that the 

saƟsfacƟon from parƟcipants is directly associated with their development and their assessment of 

government transparency.  

2.4 Contexts of parƟcipaƟon: poliƟcal legacies, insƟtuƟonal seƫngs, 

and parƟcipaƟon cultures 

The exisƟng literature on the contexts of public parƟcipaƟon in planning is vast and mulƟfaceted, 

primarily revolving around three core areas: poliƟcal legacies, insƟtuƟonal seƫngs, and community 
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parƟcipaƟon cultures. The main debate in this field focuses on how these areas interact and shape the 

effecƟveness and nature of public parƟcipaƟon.  Some research has examined the relaƟonship between 

poliƟcal legacies and current parƟcipatory pracƟces, with a focus on the unique challenges and 

opportuniƟes stemming from colonial histories. (Johnson, Porter, & Jackson, 2017). Zimmermann and 

Momm (2022) developed a framework for comparision of planning systems with cononial legacis and 

non-cononial legacies that concluded that governance frameworks have great influences on the level of 

matureness of planning systems. 

Significant debate is also raised on the role of insƟtuƟonal seƫngs in facilitaƟng or hindering public 

engagement. This includes a deep dive into how legislaƟon and policies can either empower 

communiƟes to acƟvely parƟcipate in planning processes or, conversely, constrain their involvement 

(Cornwall, 2004; Pløger, 2021). AddiƟonally, a significant body of research explores how different aspects 

of parƟcipaƟon cultures, including the knowledge, interests, and intenƟons of local communiƟes, 

influence parƟcipaƟon processes (Nienhuis, Van Dijk, & De Roo, 2011; Van Herzele, 2004). One of the 

most debated issues within this domain discuss the extent community cultures either facilitate a 

producƟve dialogue with authoriƟes (Lowndes et al., 2001b) or lead to a mismatch of expectaƟons and 

outcomes in parƟcipatory planning processes (Monno & Khakee, 2012). 

2.4.1 Influences of poliƟcal legacies on public parƟcipaƟon in planning 

Much of the literature addresses the influences of governmental legacies on planning systems, with a 

parƟcularly robust focus on how these legacies affect public parƟcipaƟon in planning. One key idea in 

this research is that historical governance systems, including laws, policies, and administraƟve pracƟces, 

have great influences on modern planning processes. This linkage to the past plays a major role in either 

supporƟng or limiƟng public parƟcipaƟon (King, 1977).  

2.4.1.1 Colonial legacies on public parƟcipaƟon in planning 

The debate in this field oŌen centres on how colonial governance has shaped planning systems 

(Zimmermann & Momm, 2022). Some scholars argue that colonial legacies have reinforced the top-

down approaches, which marginalise local communiƟes through laws, policies, and administraƟve 

pracƟces. These systems oŌen concentrate decision-making power in the hands of a select few (Porter, 

2016; Beebeejaun, 2022; Home, 2013).  

On the other hand, there is also argument that colonial contexts show a shiŌ towards more parƟcipatory 

planning processes. This shiŌ challenges historical power structures and provide greater opportuniƟes 
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for ciƟzen engagement (Ng, 2008). Planning systems need to evolve to adapt with current democraƟc 

ideals. This shiŌ has encouraged planning systems in colonial system to move away from tradiƟonal 

colonial planning pracƟces and incorporate grassroots and community-based perspecƟves into planning 

processes (Porter, 2016).  

In non-European contexts, Lim, Paidakaki, Verschure, and Van den Broeck’s  (2023) work on Singapore’s 

governance transformaƟon illustrates the shiŌ from eliƟst-led pro-growth strategies to models that 

prioriƟse community engagement. This transiƟon demonstrates how historically colonial socieƟes can 

challenge and reshape power structures through parƟcipatory planning. 

2.4.1.2 Socialist legacies on public parƟcipaƟon in planning 

The legacy of socialism has had complex and varied influences on public parƟcipaƟon in planning. 

Research suggests that socialist legacies do not always guarantee meaningful public parƟcipaƟon. For 

example, McGovern (2013) point that progressive regimes hesitate to fully empower ciƟzens by 

restricƟng criƟcal dialogue in public forums. Devine (2002) examines socialist legacies through the 

framework of parƟcipatory democraƟc planning. The analysis highlights both the limitaƟons of Soviet-

era administraƟve planning as well as the posiƟve aspects of socialist governance.  

In recent decades, post-socialist ciƟes like Riga have shown how parƟcipatory planning pracƟces have 

evolved since the end of socialism (AkmenƟņa, 2020). This shiŌ reflects a transiƟon in public 

parƟcipaƟon approaches while drawing on socialist principles that emphasised poliƟcal parƟcipaƟon and 

the role of the people in development. For example, in Cuba, poliƟcal parƟcipaƟon was presented as a 

strength of the revoluƟon (Bonilla-SanƟago, 2019). However, in such systems, centralised governments 

oŌen overlook the real needs of individuals, focusing instead on achieving top-down poliƟcal objecƟves. 

(Wei & Chiu, 2018). 

In former socialist countries, it is important to build a sense of poliƟcal efficacy to encourage more youth 

parƟcipaƟon in poliƟcs. Youth involvement is oŌen low because civil society was underdeveloped in 

periods of non-democraƟc governance (Kudrnáč & Allaste, 2023).  

Vidal, Smith, RoƩa, and Prew (2019) look at different socialist models for future economies, such as 

market socialism and democraƟc planning. They explain how ideas like social ownership and negoƟated 

coordinaƟon impact public parƟcipaƟon. The interacƟon between socialist legacies and democraƟc 

planning is an emerging area of focus in many socialist democracy iniƟaƟves. These iniƟaƟves in 

decentralised management oŌen aƩempt to balance the tension between encouraging public 
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parƟcipaƟon and maintaining efficiency (Vidal et al., 2019). Socialist legacies in urban governance have 

emphasised the value of poliƟcal parƟcipaƟon but have also posed challenges to achieving effecƟve and 

democraƟc planning processes. 

2.4.2 Impact of Temporality on ParƟcipaƟon PracƟces 

Time plays a  role in how public parƟcipaƟon grows and works within planning systems. In places where 

parƟcipatory planning is sƟll relaƟvely new, engagement oŌen feels like an experimental process. 

InsƟtuƟons and policy pracƟƟoners are trying to figure out how to involve people in ways that are 

meaningful and lasƟng. This early phase oŌen reveals both the potenƟal and unpredictability of 

parƟcipaƟon: without established mechanisms or shared experience, public input can be scaƩered and 

have mixed levels of impacts on actual planning outcomes(Fung & Wright, 2003). 

As parƟcipaƟon becomes part of formal procedures, its character tends to shiŌ. What began as open and 

flexible may become more structured through laws or policy requirements. This can make the process 

and outcomes more predictable, but it may also weaken the original focused on procedural rules, it may 

lose its deeper value and turn into ‘Ɵck boxe’ exercise. In some mature systems, parƟcipaƟon is carried 

out  more due to obligaƟon than genuine interest, leading to standardised forms of engagement that 

may no longer reflect communiƟy concerns. 

InsƟtuƟonal memory is one of the key consequences of temporality. While it can support consistency 

and efficiency, it may also make systems resist change. As Forester (1999) notes, cycles of innovaƟon are 

oŌen followed by periods of system stabilisaƟon that can limit responsiveness and flexibility. Established 

processes may persist even when they are no longer well suited to shiŌing public expectaƟons or 

emerging urban challenges, parƟcularly if previous reforms were poliƟcally sensiƟve or resource-

intensive. 

There is also a cumulaƟve effect on how the public perceives parƟcipaƟon over Ɵme. When earlier 

engagement efforts lead to visible outcomes, communiƟes may maintain their interest in the process. 

However, if they repeatedly feel their input doesn’t impact policy outcomes, they will lose interests in 

the process. Over the long term, this dynamic may weaken trust in the planning system itself. 

ParƟcipaƟon, then, is not only shaped by Ɵme — it also shapes how communiƟes relate to planning over 

Ɵme. In this sense, regular review of engagement frameworks becomes necessary- to ensure that they 

are not just meeƟng legislaƟve requirements, but also staying relevant, flexible, and genuinely inclusive. 
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2.4.3 LegislaƟons and policies on public parƟcipaƟon 

Legal frameworks serve as both enablers and barriers to community involvement, with substanƟve and 

procedural instruments playing pivotal roles (Guo & Sun, 2004). The line between 'hard' and 'soŌ' law, 

once viewed as a clear divide, is now seen as a spectrum where different types of legislaƟons and 

policies interact and shape the pracƟces. AbboƩ and Marchant (2010) point out that the success of 

legislaƟve framework in encouraging community engagement depends not just on their formal adopƟon 

but also on how well they are interpreted and implemented by planners and the community. McGee et 

al. (2009) add that these legal and policy rules work across mulƟple levels, from global to local, 

influencing societal norms and governance pracƟces. 

In most cases, the analysis of legal frameworks draws aƩenƟon to how legal norms can drive social and 

cultural change by formalising governance mechanisms, thereby insƟtuƟonalising norms of public 

parƟcipaƟon. This perspecƟve underscores the criƟcal role of policy in governance while poinƟng to the 

essenƟal funcƟon of legal frameworks in embedding parƟcipatory norms within insƟtuƟonal pracƟces, 

facilitaƟng a more inclusive and democraƟc approach to urban planning and development. 

Public parƟcipaƟon is generally considered as an extension to democracy processes in more local, direct, 

deliberaƟve ways to generate perceived benefits (Pimbert & Wakeford, 2001). However, it is not 

necessarily the case that a reasonable and robust public parƟcipaƟon process is being conducted in 

planning pracƟces. To ensure the quality and due procedure of public parƟcipaƟon in planning pracƟces, 

many countries have enforced public parƟcipaƟon as a compulsory process in planning. The requirement 

of public parƟcipaƟon in legislaƟon varies greatly in different planning systems around the world. For 

some planning systems, generally in developed western countries such as the US and the UK, public 

parƟcipaƟon has been considered an essenƟal part of planning processes for a long Ɵme and there are 

extensive requirements on how to conduct parƟcipaƟon as a compulsory process in nearly every 

planning jurisdicƟon.  

There is a wide range of thinking on the reasons to include public parƟcipaƟon into statutory planning 

processes. For example, Burton and Rydin argued that public parƟcipatory right is a self-evident and 

fundamental right that enƟtles people to influence decision on maƩers that impact their lives (Burton, 

2009; Rydin & Pennington, 2000). The right of parƟcipaƟon in the government decision-making process 

is oŌen considered as a poliƟcal right by its ciƟzens associated with achieving consensus within a poliƟcal 

system (Macridis & Burg, 1991). Roberts (2004) indicated that ‘‘CiƟzenship parƟcipaƟon is the 
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cornerstone of democracy’’. For scholars supporƟng such thinking, parƟcipatory right is considered as a 

fundamental right and a principle supporƟng the raƟonale of a modern democraƟc polity which ought to 

allow ciƟzens to directly influence the way the society operates beyond the occasional voƟng for their 

government (Beetham, 1994). This understanding of public parƟcipaƟon as a poliƟcal right also reflects 

the common noƟon of public parƟcipaƟon, which is an “acƟon through which ordinary members of a 

poliƟcal system influence or aƩempt to influence outcomes” (Nagel, 1987).  

Furthermore, Secker (2009) argues that parƟcipaƟon rights should not be limited to poliƟcal or civil 

rights. Public parƟcipaƟon should also be considered as a more fundamental right that addresses 

people’s freedom of expression, associaƟon, and assembly and allows opportuniƟes for individuals to be 

empowered to influence decision-making that influences their lives both within and outside established 

poliƟcal structures, without gender, age or minority discriminaƟon. This understanding of parƟcipatory 

rights has brought about a more comprehensive perspecƟve on them as a basic human right that every 

individual is enƟtled to. The validity of parƟcipaƟon is, therefore, not restricted by governments’ 

provision of parƟcipaƟon channels. 

In the planning spectrum, Brody et al. (2003) invesƟgated the planning mandates for public parƟcipaƟon 

requirements in different states of the US and idenƟfied that the level of legislaƟve requirements for 

public parƟcipaƟon in planning, together with administraƟve structures, have great influences on the six 

choices that planners must make when conducƟng public parƟcipaƟon. In parƟcular, Brody et al. (2003) 

found that authorising public parƟcipaƟon in planning legislaƟon does indeed enhance the importance 

of local governments for ciƟzens and will affect the final degree of public parƟcipaƟon. He suggested 

that policymakers who want authenƟc ciƟzen involvement in plan-making must seriously consider the 

language of the planning system to include a sufficient level of detail of the objecƟves, Ɵming, targeted 

groups, techniques and administraƟve framework of public parƟcipaƟon. 

2.4.4 CommuniƟes’ percepƟons and public parƟcipaƟon cultures on planning 

systems 

The literature on how communiƟes' percepƟons and interests impact public parƟcipaƟon in planning is 

extensive and diverse, indicaƟng a broad consensus on the significant role these factors play in shaping 

parƟcipatory outcomes. Blair (2004) suggests that community percepƟons and interests influence the 

level of ciƟzen involvement in planning and implementaƟon processes, highlighƟng the necessity for 

conƟnuous and high levels of local commitment for successful outcomes. Similarly, Kamaci (2014) 
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underscores that community percepƟons and interests significantly shape the understanding, role, and 

posiƟons of ciƟzen parƟcipaƟon in urban planning, ulƟmately influencing decision-making processes at 

various levels. Cowell (2004) points out that community percepƟons and interests influence the 

prioriƟzaƟon of public involvement over joint working, demonstraƟng added value in community 

planning iniƟaƟves. Ruming (2018b) addresses that the percepƟon from the public sets the context for 

public parƟcipaƟon for communiƟes.  

According to Lowndes, PratcheƩ, and Stoker (2001a), when many local poliƟcians are deeply suspicious 

of parƟcipaƟon, it is parƟcularly important to explore the opinions of the public. If planning pracƟƟoners 

want to solve the real confusion about the ignorance of parƟcipaƟng in iniƟaƟves and maximise benefits, 

they need to understand the mentality and behaviour of ciƟzens more deeply.  

Some studies aƩempted to explore the nature of parƟcipants who have more posiƟve aƫtudes on 

parƟcipaƟon and are more willing to get involved. Nienhuis, Van Dijk, and De Roo (2011) for example, 

studied to what extent the communiƟes’ perspecƟves and willingness to parƟcipate depended on the 

lifestyle of community members. He analysed how different experiences and percepƟons such as a 

community member’s sense of community, personal situaƟon, and mindset towards parƟcipaƟon 

impacted on their parƟcipatory behaviour and willingness to parƟcipate in neighbourhood projects. The 

study idenƟfied a posiƟve relaƟonship between the three dimensions of lifestyle, willingness to 

parƟcipate and possibiliƟes brought about by parƟcipaƟng. He noted that parƟcipants were not 

necessarily older or poorer than non-parƟcipants, but they oŌen lived in the community for a long Ɵme 

and had a strong sense of belonging to the local community. 

Lowndes et al. (2001b) invesƟgated the reasons impacƟng whether community members got involved in 

public parƟcipaƟon processes. He idenƟfied that there were gaps between communiƟes’ willingness to 

parƟcipate and the real acƟons that they commiƩed to. People tended to express in the study that when 

conducƟng surveys, people oŌen say that they are deciding what they think should be involved rather 

than reflecƟng on actual pracƟces. In addiƟon, compared with the broader ‘problem’ menƟoned in the 

abstract, the real parƟcipaƟon of people is more related to the direct interests of themselves or ethnic 

groups. 

However, the commitments to parƟcipate even in maƩers with immediate interests are difficult to 

maintain. Many people expressed that they would rely on a few ‘natural leaders’ who commiƩed their 

Ɵme and efforts to community and neighbourhood affairs. Although people oŌen complained that ‘the 
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same people dominate everything’, it was clear that the efforts of local leaders and acƟvists were also 

well appreciated. Lowndes et al. (2001b) idenƟfied that the most frequently menƟoned reasons for not 

parƟcipaƟng were a negaƟve view of the local authority; a lack of awareness about opportuniƟes to 

parƟcipate; a lack of council response; and issues of social exclusion. 

2.5 ComparaƟve studies on planning systems and public parƟcipaƟon 

in planning  

Research on comparaƟve planning systems examines the varied approaches to planning across different 

countries and cultures. This field is essenƟal for understanding the complexity of planning pracƟces, 

which highlights how poliƟcal, economic, social, and environmental factors shape planning systems 

globally (Hambleton, 1983; Sahabi & Hanaei, 2020). 

One key area of these studies is to explore how different governance and insƟtuƟonal structures shape 

the formulaƟon of planning policies. By comparing planning systems, researchers idenƟfy the legal and 

regulatory frameworks that guide urban development along with the influence of planning cultures and 

tradiƟons (Bishwapriya Sanyal, 2005; Bish Sanyal, 2016). 

Many recent comparaƟve studies have also examined the connecƟon between planning cultures and 

governance structures. These studies reveal how governance models shape the nature of public 

parƟcipaƟon. For example, Chamusca (2023) found that the centralised government management that 

lead to excessive local funding compeƟƟon made the parƟcipaƟon process complex and reduce the 

proposed benefits of parƟcipaƟon. Ruming’s study (2019) also examines the influences of shiŌing from 

technocraƟc to democraƟc government models on parƟcipaƟon pracƟces. This work highlights the 

necessity of clear guidelines for stakeholder involvement to ensure a fair and transparent process. 

ComparaƟve planning research also idenƟfies opportuniƟes for successful policy transfer and adaptaƟon. 

The studies highlight best pracƟces that can be applied across jurisdicƟons to improve planning 

processes and outcomes. Such researches not only enhances theoreƟcal understanding but also offers 

pracƟcal insights into the challenges and future direcƟons of planning systems worldwide (Friedmann, 

2005). 



48 
 

2.5.1 Reasons for the emergence of public parƟcipaƟon and its wide cultural and 

poliƟcal contextual basis 

The idea of ‘public parƟcipaƟon’ in the western world is closely related to the principle of democracy 

(King, Feltey, & Susel, 2015). PoliƟcal parƟcipaƟon in democraƟc countries includes the selecƟon of 

government officials or the formulaƟon of government policies through formal elecƟons and other 

legiƟmate channels (Cai, 2004). VoƟng and elecƟons present fundamental parƟcipatory opportuniƟes for 

ciƟzens to influence poliƟcal decision-making in a democraƟc world (Innes & Booher, 2004). The public is 

used to the ideas that they have some form of ‘power’ to decide issues in their democraƟc society. 

Further development of the concept and pracƟces of ‘public parƟcipaƟon’ is due to the increasing 

demand from the public to have more power and direct influences on decision-making processes 

(Arnstein, 1969).  

On the other hand, freedom and legiƟmacy of speech have reduced the strength of the Roman Catholic 

Church and its religious doctrines and made poliƟcal modernisaƟon the first choice in most countries in 

the western world (Dang, 2020). DemocraƟc values have become one of the primary poliƟcal ideologies 

influencing policy preferences. The idea of public parƟcipaƟon which encourages the general public to 

express their views on decisions that will impact their lives, has greatly promoted the democraƟc 

governance ideology. Consequently, it is welcomed and easily accepted by both decision-makers and 

general communiƟes in western countries. 

In comparison, centralised government socieƟes did not experience such radical revoluƟon with more 

freedom and democracy for their ciƟzens. With their long-term planning economies that resulted from 

the depression of the power and influence of the grassroots, Chinese authoriƟes and ciƟzens are not 

used to or willing to parƟcipate in poliƟcal maƩers. However, as the result of market-oriented economic 

reform since 1994, many conflicts became more evident and serious than before. The tradiƟonal 

pracƟces of top-down bureaucracies were increasingly criƟcised (Jiman, Foziah, & Muhammad, 2016; 

Yuen & Yeh, 2011), especially through the increasing pressures from various social groups (Feng, Wu, 

Wu, & Liao, 2020). Public parƟcipaƟon was brought into the system to tackle numerous conflicts in 

society. Without proper channels to express their dissaƟsfacƟon, ciƟzens started to use more dramaƟc 

forms such as protests and strikes, or they chose to approach upper-level state authoriƟes to protest 

(Cai, 2004). Central government introduced statutory parƟcipaƟon requirements to ensure local 
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governments considered the potenƟal conflicts of interests in their decision-making processes (Feng et 

al., 2020). 

Also, with fiscal reform, the role of planning also changed. Planning changed from a tool for the central 

government to distribute spaƟal funcƟons to a systemaƟc process that aimed to aƩract investments and 

businesses to the areas (He & Wu, 2005). In the past, urban planning pracƟce was legalised under the 

thought of socialist planned growth, but now it has been fundamentally quesƟoned (Yeh & Wu, 1999). 

The decentralisaƟon of decision-making power was required to promote the development of market-

oriented ciƟes and decrease conflicts between actors and interests in the process of urban planning 

pracƟce (Morrison & Xian, 2016). Public parƟcipaƟon, therefore, provides mechanisms for different 

stakeholders to communicate their demands and needs to land developers.  

2.5.2 Different interpretaƟons and applicaƟons of public parƟcipaƟon 

The interpretaƟon and applicaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon in planning varies significantly between 

systems characterised by decentralised/democraƟc governance and those under centralised/socialist 

government structures (S. Zhang, De Roo, & Lu, 2012). This divergence is reflected not only in theoreƟcal 

underpinnings but also in pracƟcal implementaƟons of public parƟcipaƟon across these governance 

models. 

From a theoreƟcal perspecƟve, the concept of ‘public parƟcipaƟon’ within decentralized or democraƟc 

contexts is oŌen rooted in the principles of democracy itself, where parƟcipatory pracƟces are seen as 

fundamental to the democraƟc process. Terms like ‘collaboraƟve planning’ and ‘communicaƟve 

planning’ are closely associated with the empowerment of community voices and the acƟve 

engagement of ciƟzens in the decision-making process (Cao, Zhu, & Zheng, 2021). This associaƟon 

underscores the belief in parƟcipatory planning as a cornerstone of democraƟc governance, facilitaƟng a 

more inclusive and transparent planning process. 

Conversely, in centralized or socialist systems, the approach to public parƟcipaƟon may be broader and 

encompass a range of acƟviƟes that include non-governmental parƟes in planning-related acƟviƟes 

(Zhan, 2009 335). However, the depth and impact of such parƟcipaƟon can be markedly different. 

Despite moves towards decentralisaƟon, such as fiscal reforms, and legislaƟve demands for 

parƟcipaƟon, the overall civil poliƟcal framework may sƟll be evolving, with the goal of mulƟ-party 

involvement in social decision-making processes remaining aspiraƟonal (Yeh & Wu, 1999 234). In these 
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contexts, public parƟcipaƟon might be constrained by the prevailing poliƟcal and administraƟve systems, 

oŌen resulƟng in a form of parƟcipaƟon that lacks substanƟve engagement from the general public. 

In pracƟce, while decentralised/democraƟc systems strive to ensure the legiƟmacy of urban planning 

through robust public parƟcipaƟon, centralised/socialist systems may rely more on public ownership and 

state control to legiƟmise planning processes (X. Li et al., 2020). Despite these differences, challenges 

such as lack of public awareness, insufficient knowledge, and limited willingness to engage in planning 

maƩers can be common across both systems (Shan, 2012). However, the degree to which these 

challenges affect public parƟcipaƟon can vary greatly.  

In centralised systems, urban planning oŌen depends on the discreƟon of officials, as public parƟcipaƟon 

requirements are typically vague and lack clear standards for planning acƟviƟes (Shan, 2012). Such 

ambiguity leads to wide variaƟons in the methods used, processes followed, and the extent of public 

parƟcipaƟon across different regions under the same governance model (L. Zhang, Hooimeijer, et al., 

2019). 

2.6 TheoreƟcal gaps and research design  

2.6.1 Research gaps and research quesƟons 

Although there has been wide research on the ideologies of public parƟcipaƟon in planning, there is a 

lack of exisƟng empirical research comparing planning systems and the pracƟces of public parƟcipaƟon 

in different social and poliƟcal contexts, especially in Asian countries (Chiu, 2007; Sahabi & Hanaei, 

2020). This research aims to explore different focuses and processes of public involvement between 

tradiƟonal democraƟc countries and state-led countries as the result of insƟtuƟonally and culturally 

evolved differences and how stakeholders in different contexts reported their saƟsfacƟon with public 

inclusion in planning decision-making processes. In response, this thesis addresses the following three 

main research quesƟons: 

1.  How do policy design objecƟves for public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning vary across 

countries with differing poliƟcal legacies, insƟtuƟonal seƫngs, and parƟcipaƟon cultures? 

2. What are the operaƟonal mechanisms of public involvement in urban planning across 

different governance systems, and how are they influenced by context factors? 

3. What are the outcomes and influences of public parƟcipaƟon on urban planning in countries 

with diverse poliƟcal, insƟtuƟonal, and cultural contexts?  
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The formulaƟon of the research quesƟons is craŌed to dovetail with the overarching aims of the 

invesƟgaƟon, providing a methodical framework for scruƟnising public parƟcipaƟon within urban 

planning amidst diverse poliƟcal backdrops. The foremost quesƟon invesƟgates into the policy design 

objecƟves across various governance landscapes, seeking to elucidate the dispariƟes in public 

parƟcipaƟon goals among colonial and socialist frameworks, thereby addressing the aim to comprehend 

differences in policy formulaƟon. Ensuing inquiries dissect the mechanisms, pracƟces, and challenges 

inherent in the parƟcipatory processes, aligning with the objecƟve to analyse how public involvement is 

operaƟonalised and its efficacy evaluated.  

The concluding quesƟon seeks to synthesise policy intenƟons with actual pracƟces by probing the 

relaƟonship between legislaƟve underpinnings and societal percepƟons of parƟcipaƟon, offering an 

integraƟve perspecƟve on the dynamics of parƟcipatory planning across these disƟnct regimes. This 

structured inquiry model promises a concentrated examinaƟon of the influence exerted by varying 

poliƟcal contexts on public parƟcipaƟon in planning, endeavouring to shed light on the nuanced 

interplay between governance models and parƟcipatory pracƟces. 

2.6.2 Conceptual framework for the research 

Based on the review of literature on the theoreƟcal development of public parƟcipaƟon in planning, the 

processes of public parƟcipaƟon in government decision-making and various contextual factors that 

influence the processes and outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon, a theoreƟcal framework has been 

established to understand and explain public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces in planning (Figure 2). The thesis 

uses this theoreƟcal framework to idenƟfy the differences in public parƟcipaƟon process models in 

China and Australia. How broader contextual factors contribute to these differences and what 

implicaƟons can be drawn in relaƟon to public parƟcipaƟon in planning theories will also be examined.  

To compare the public parƟcipaƟon models in two case studies, the thesis uses the three key stages of 

the public parƟcipaƟon process idenƟfied from literature review: the objecƟves of parƟcipaƟon, the 

operaƟonal processes of parƟcipaƟon and the outcomes of parƟcipaƟon.  

2.6.2.1 ComparaƟve analysis of community parƟcipaƟon processes and stakeholders’ percepƟons 

The design of the community parƟcipaƟon process 

This thesis examines how policy-makers and community members in Australia and China perceive the 

objecƟves of community parƟcipaƟon to uncover moƟvaƟons shaping parƟcipaƟon policies (Burton, 
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2009).  These objecƟves, as idenƟfied in the literature: instrumental, social, and bureaucraƟc, are 

explored in the context of community parƟcipaƟon in Australia and China. Instrumental objecƟves focus 

on the capacity of public parƟcipaƟon to allow policy-makers to consider opinions from diverse interests. 

This inclusivity promotes more comprehensive and balanced policy outcomes (Graversgaard et al., 2017; 

Rydin & Pennington, 2000). Social objecƟves emphasise the role of community parƟcipaƟon in fostering 

social capital, building trust, and strengthening relaƟonships within and between communiƟes (Eversole, 

2012; Nikkhah & Redzuan, 2009). Lastly, bureaucraƟc objecƟves pertain to the administraƟve funcƟons 

of governments and organisaƟons, such as achieving consensus, legiƟmacy, and efficiency in planning 

and decision-making processes (Choi & Robertson, 2014; Healey, 1998). 

The research engages with stakeholders from Sydney and Shanghai to gather their perspecƟves on which 

objecƟves in their ideas are prioriƟsed in the community parƟcipaƟon process in each country. 

Understanding how these objecƟves are ranked is important, as it sheds light on the factors that drive 

the different paƩerns and features of parƟcipaƟon (Burton, 2009). When parƟcipaƟon objecƟves align 

with community needs and expectaƟons, people are more likely to feel a sense of ownership and get 

acƟvely involved (Norbert, Cédrine, Corinne, & Thomas, 2021). 

OperaƟon of the community parƟcipaƟon process:  

This study examines the operaƟonal processes of public parƟcipaƟon through a detailed comparison of 

the roles of government and planners, the willingness of parƟcipaƟon by communiƟes and the tools and 

techniques used in parƟcipaƟon processes.  

Governments organise and lead the public parƟcipaƟon processes. They establish the agenda, determine 

the extent of engagement, and implement the necessary legal and policy frameworks. For example, as in 

the two case studies, governments are the one who iniƟate the public parƟcipaƟon processes. Planners, 

in turn, transform these direcƟves into acƟonable strategies (Thorpe, 2017; L. Zhang, Hooimeijer, et al., 

2019). Their duƟes involve guiding discussions, addressing conflicts, and maintaining the relevance of 

the process (Forester, 1982).  

The study also explores the boƩom-up influences of the level of willingness by parƟcipants in the 

parƟcipaƟon process. It focuses on factors such as personal interests, trust in the process, and 

percepƟons on how parƟcipaƟon will impact policy outcomes (Bryson et al., 2013; Fung, 2006).  

In addiƟon, the study examines how well the tools and techniques used in parƟcipaƟon processes are 

able to capture diverse perspecƟves and encourage meaningful dialogues. It evaluates methods such as 
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tradiƟonal face-to-face consultaƟons, submissions as well as more innovaƟve tools like digital plaƞorms, 

or ciƟzen panels (Bryson et al., 2013; Cooper et al., 2006; Walters et al., 2000). The outcomes of this 

analysis will idenƟfy best pracƟces and highlight areas that require improvement.  

Outcomes of the community parƟcipaƟon process:  

The study examine two areas for the outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon processes. The first area is to what 

extent the public input from parƟcipaƟon process has been included in the policy outcomes. The analysis 

examines to what extent the parƟcipatory process aligns policy provisions that are more sustainable and 

equitable. It invesƟgates whether community input has contributed to policies that are more informed, 

relevant, and effecƟve (Burby, 2003; Burton, 2009; Burton et al., 2006).  

The research also invesƟgates community’s saƟsfacƟon on the process of public parƟcipaƟon in each 

country. Their perspecƟves on the level of effecƟveness and power of influence are explored, 

highlighƟng the importance of stakeholder saƟsfacƟon as a key measure of legiƟmacy and success 

(Halvorsen, 2003; Kim & Lee, 2012).

 

Figure 2: Proposed research framework- by the author 

2.6.2.2 Contextual factors - poliƟcal legacies, insƟtuƟonal seƫngs and parƟcipaƟon cultures 
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Some literature on the influences of poliƟcal legacies on public parƟcipaƟon in planning highlights how 

colonial and socialist governance structures have shaped modern planning systems. Historical laws, 

policies, and administraƟve frameworks conƟnue to influence the extent of public involvement in 

planning. Scholars like Porter (2016) point out that colonial legacies oŌen embed top-down approaches 

that exclude local communiƟes. In response, planning systems need to move towards more inclusive and 

parƟcipatory processes, which involves incorporaƟng grassroots perspecƟves to beƩer align with 

democraƟc principles. 

The socialist legacy presents a complex scenario. Although the recent iniƟaƟves claimed to promote 

greater parƟcipaƟon, the implementaƟon of these policies oŌen fails to deliver meaningful public 

engagement. Research indicates that socialist legacies oŌen hinder the development of effecƟve 

democraƟc pracƟces in planning. Studies on authoritarian state reveal ongoing efforts to overcome these 

challenges and adopt more parƟcipatory planning approaches(Devine, 2002). These efforts reflect a 

gradual shiŌ in both the ideologies and pracƟces surrounding public parƟcipaƟon.  

Statutory framework on parƟcipaƟon:  

Regulatory frameworks shape the design, operaƟon, and outcomes of community parƟcipaƟon 

processes. When legislaƟve systems are mature, parƟcipaƟon processes tend to be well-defined and 

systemaƟcally integrated into planning acƟviƟes (Brody et al., 2003). Strong and formalised legislaƟon 

oŌen serves as the foundaƟon for community parƟcipaƟon through mandated administraƟve process 

and consultaƟon tools uƟlised (Burton, 2009; Rydin & Pennington, 2000).  

In contrast, systems without effecƟve insƟtuƟonal frameworks are sƟll in the early stages of establishing 

such structures. This can result in less organised parƟcipaƟon designs due to weaker mandates or limited 

enforcement (Thamrin, Ridho, & NasuƟon, 2022). For example, Denhardt (2009) highlighted that the lack 

of a comprehensive legislaƟve framework for public parƟcipaƟon in developing countries such as Chile, 

Pakistan, and Mexico has resulted in governments failing to uphold accountability in parƟcipatory 

processes. 

Research suggested that well-designed regulaƟons also enhance parƟcipaƟon capacity and consequently 

result in more efficient and effecƟve engagement pracƟces (King et al., 1998). Such systems oŌen require 

adequate resources, staffing, and experƟse in place to support smooth operaƟons. LegislaƟve capacity 

also plays an important role in determining the outcomes of community parƟcipaƟon. For example, as 
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seen in many developed countries, established systems oŌen mandate the government to publish formal 

report on how community input are considered in the final policy decisions (Brody et al., 2003).  

Cultural influences:  

Cultural norms also influence the community parƟcipaƟon processes. Aƫtudes toward authority, 

communicaƟon styles, and ability in challenging the government’s decisions impact how parƟcipaƟon is 

structured in different socieƟes (Rydin & Pennington, 2000). In contexts where trust in public insƟtuƟons 

is high, there is oŌen greater willingness to engage in parƟcipatory processes. On the other hand, 

cultures with lower levels of trust may require more carefully designed processes to encourage 

meaningful engagement (Swain & Tait, 2007; Swapan & Khan, 2022). 

Cultural expectaƟons further influence how stakeholders perceive the outcomes of community 

parƟcipaƟon. Different socieƟes may prioriƟse various aspects of parƟcipaƟon, with some focusing on 

tangible policy changes and others valuing the strengthening of community relaƟonships and the 

parƟcipatory process itself (Laurian, 2009; Yang & Pandey, 2011). These perspecƟves affect how success 

in community parƟcipaƟon is measured and understood across diverse cultural contexts. 

2.7 Summary 

Chapter 2 reviews the key concepts and debates about the purpose of public parƟcipaƟon in planning 

theories and examines how these ideas have evolved during the changes in democracy and governance.  

The review is organised based on a three-step conceptual framework that idenƟfied from literature. It 

explores how contextual factors including poliƟcal legacies, insƟtuƟonal seƫngs, and parƟcipaƟon 

cultures influence public involvement processes. The first step categorises stakeholders' objecƟves for 

community parƟcipaƟon into instrumental, social, and bureaucraƟc goals. The operaƟonal process 

analyses the key aspects of parƟcipaƟon, such as the selecƟon of parƟcipants, the tools and methods 

used for consultaƟon and the role of government authoriƟes and planners. The third step examines how 

public feedback shapes policy outcomes and community’s saƟsfacƟon on the parƟcipaƟon processes.  

This framework prepares the ground for Chapter 3, which discusses the comparaƟve research method 

on the two case studies of the NSW planning reform (2011-2013) and the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan 

(2040). Chapter 3 will describe the comparison basis, data collecƟon methods, and research design 

limits. The three-step framework for parƟcipaƟon developed from this Chapter will also guide the 

structure of Chapter 5 and 6 which present the outcomes of empirical analysis of two case studies. 
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Chapter 3 Research Design 

3.1 IntroducƟon 

Chapter 3 outlines the research design, data collecƟon and data analysis methods of this study, 

developed from the extensive literature review presented in Chapter 2. It guides the systemaƟc 

invesƟgaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon across different governance systems presented in Chapters 4,5 and 6.  

The research focuses on two case studies: planning reform in NSW between 2011-2013, Australia and 

the making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) in China. The research highlights the unique 

poliƟcal, legislaƟve, and cultural factors shaping public parƟcipaƟon in each seƫng. This case studies 

provide both contextual insights and broader conclusions applicable to various governance models. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the study's limitaƟons, which acknowledge the constraints of 

the research.  The contribuƟon of the research is also discussed as well as realisƟc expectaƟons for its 

findings. 

3.2 Research Paradigms 

Establishing a sound research design is important to ensure that the study's quesƟons are meaningfully 

connected to the data collected. While different studies may frame their designs in different ways, a 

typical design usually includes a plan for how the study will proceed, a structure to guide that process, 

and a strategy for finding at answers to the research quesƟons. 

Creswell (2017) suggests that researchers begin by asking three core quesƟons to help shape their 

overall approach. These include: What assumpƟons about knowledge underpin the study? Which 

strategy will be used to guide the research process? And what methods will be applied to gather and 

interpret data? Together, these quesƟons encourage researchers to think structurally about how their 

theoreƟcal framework, methodology choices, and data techniques relate to one another. 

This thesis follows the above approach, not only because it provides a pracƟcal structure, but also 

because it leaves room for flexibility. The model—outlined in Figure 4.1—has helped frame a pragmaƟc 

design that combines both qualitaƟve and quanƟtaƟve methods.  
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3.3 Conceptual frameworks as the basis for pragmaƟsm knowledge 

claims 

The term ‘knowledge claim’ refers to one or a series of assumpƟons that will be used to scope what will 

be researched and how the research will be conducted (Creswell, 2017).  Knowledge claims have similar 

meanings and funcƟons in research paradigms. Creswell raised four types of knowledge claims for 

research, namely, post-posiƟvism, construcƟvism, parƟcipatory approach, and pragmaƟsm. 

The first, post-posiƟvism, is commonly associated with the scienƟfic method and is typically aligned with 

quanƟtaƟve or empirically driven research. It rests on the view that knowledge is best obtained through 

observaƟon and measurement, albeit always within the bounds of acknowledged fallibility. 

The second perspecƟve, social construcƟvism, takes a different approach. It focuses on how individuals 

interpret and make sense of the world around them. Rather than seeking a single objecƟve truth, 

construcƟvist researchers aim to uncover the diverse, oŌen subjecƟve meanings people aƩach to their 

experiences. These meanings are typically open-ended and context-specific, encouraging a detailed 

exploraƟon of parƟcipants’ views without forcing them into predefined categories. 

A third type, known as the advocacy or parƟcipatory worldview, developed in response to criƟques that 

tradiƟonal post-posiƟvist frameworks oŌen overlooked issues of power, inequality, and marginalisaƟon. 

Advocates of this perspecƟve argue that research should not only generate knowledge but also promote 

social change. Studies influenced by this approach oŌen include an explicit agenda for reform. 

Lastly, pragmaƟsm offers a more flexible orientaƟon. Rather than being Ɵed to a single philosophical 

doctrine, it begins with the research problem and draws on methods—qualitaƟve, quanƟtaƟve, or 

both—based on what will best illuminate the issue. PragmaƟc research acknowledges that inquiry is 

always shaped by broader social, poliƟcal, cultural, and historical contexts. It places emphasis on 

pracƟcal soluƟons and real-world relevance. 

Given the context and aim of this research, the pragmaƟsm knowledge claim has been adopted. This is 

because, firstly, this research explores the differences between community parƟcipaƟon processes in 

different countries and how top-down statutory policies and boƩom-up communiƟes’ aƫtudes impact 

processes. This research must be understood in the broader cultural, social, historical, poliƟcal contexts 

of the two countries. Secondly, the pragmaƟc knowledge claim provides flexibility to select research 

methods and techniques that best suit the purpose of the research. In this research, both qualitaƟve and 
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quanƟtaƟve data are collected and analysed to address research quesƟons. These research methods and 

processes provide the best soluƟons to explore research quesƟons. 

3.4 ComparaƟve analysis 

ComparaƟve analysis provides a powerful tool for understanding how different systems, structures, or 

pracƟces operate across varied contexts.  This method helps to idenƟfy the unique strengths and shared 

challenges and potenƟal soluƟons that can apply to different situaƟons. Informed by diverse 

experiences, comparaƟve analysis is an effecƟve tool to deepen the understanding of complex issues and 

support the development innovaƟve soluƟons (Gurran et al., 2016). The following secƟon outlines the 

raƟonale, objecƟves and design of comparaƟve studies. 

3.4.1 Case studies 

The research focuses on two case studies: the planning reform in NSW 2011-2013 and the development 

of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) during 2014 to 2016 in China. The case studies aim to 

examine the dynamics of public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning within two disƟnct poliƟcal, legislaƟve, 

and cultural contexts. There are three reasons for conducƟng case studies in this research. 

Firstly, case study method provides a detailed understanding of the unique factors that shape public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning. Such understandings are essenƟal for idenƟfying the complexiƟes that may be 

missed in direct comparison. Secondly, case studies allow for flexible data collecƟon and analysis 

methods that suit each context. Thirdly, this approach enables a detailed invesƟgaƟon of the objecƟves, 

processes, and outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon within each case. 

The research integrates a review of various documentary sources, quesƟonnaire surveys, interviews, and 

direct observaƟons. These methods are applied to both case studies.  This approach leverages the 

strengths of case study analysis to generate insighƞul findings about public parƟcipaƟon in urban 

planning. It increases both the depth and breadth of the findings and offers a more comprehensive 

understanding of the factors shaping public parƟcipaƟon under different governance systems. 

3.4.2 ObjecƟves of applying comparaƟve analysis 

Comparison is a fundamental commonly used method for human beings to observe and understand the 

world. As Swanson has stated, “thinking without comparison is unthinkable” (Swanson, 1971). Through 

idenƟfying similariƟes and differences between subjects, comparison allows researchers to beƩer 
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understand the features of objects, phenomenon, events, and tendencies as well as to idenƟfy 

correlaƟons between causaƟons and outcomes. Although almost every scienƟfic social research method 

includes some comparison, the term ‘comparaƟve analysis’ in social science generally refers to a specific 

kind of comparison: mainly of large macrosocial units. It is usually concerned with cross-societal 

differences and similariƟes of social phenomenon and how macro-scale factors such as poliƟcal events, 

insƟtuƟons, and cultures in parƟcular paradigms affect the social phenomenon of interest. ComparaƟve 

analysis has been a widely uƟlised research method in many subjects of social sciences such as 

educaƟon, poliƟcal science, and behaviour studies.   

The comparaƟve case study method is chosen for its effecƟveness in understanding complex phenomena 

within their real-life context. This approach allows for an in-depth exploraƟon of the nuanced differences 

and similariƟes between Australian and Chinese urban planning parƟcipaƟon processes (Milligan, 2003). 

The objecƟves of comparaƟve studies between countries have been discussed for a long Ɵme. Ragin, for 

example, pointed out that two goals of comparaƟve analysis are to understand and interpret macro-

social variaƟon (Ragin, 1989). The study of similariƟes and differences between cases cross-naƟonally 

assists in the understanding of the topic of interest itself. Also, the analysis of relaƟonships between 

factors and outcomes of macro-scale units enables comparaƟve researchers to interpret reasons 

contributed to similariƟes and differences in the world, and therefore improve theoreƟcal intelligence.  

ComparaƟve research is generally considered to have three funcƟons (Esser & Vliegenthart, 2017). 

Firstly, comparison is a means of dividing the development of social phenomena and is also a means of 

judging whether common phenomena can be explained by the same reasons. Moreover, the comparison 

also provides an analyƟcal framework for the invesƟgaƟon (and interpretaƟon) of social and cultural 

differences and their parƟcularity. Thirdly, with the recent emphasis on the background and culture of 

subjects, cross-border comparison has increasingly become a tool for people to understand different 

socieƟes and the structure of their social and poliƟcal systems. 

In the literature, there are generally three types of comparaƟve research methods idenƟfied, namely, the 

case-oriented method, the variables-oriented method, and a mix of the two. These methods reflect 

qualitaƟve, quanƟtaƟve and combined research methods. The debate of which one of these methods is 

more appropriate for comparaƟve social science has never stopped. Hantrals (2014) reviewed recent 

discussions and pracƟces of comparaƟve research and claimed that there is a tendency for mulƟ-strategy 

research to combine qualitaƟve and quanƟtaƟve methods in a ‘synthesis’ approach. Further, he 
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categorised three approaches of this mulƟ-strategy research, namely, triangulaƟon, facilitaƟon and 

complementarity, according to the relaƟons between strategies and their parƟcular contribuƟon to the 

overall research objecƟve. 

However, despite the vast number of discussions of the objecƟves and methodologies of comparaƟve 

research and pracƟces from a wide range of social science subjects, the theoreƟcal framework for 

comparaƟve research is by no means perfect. The debates about the persistent problems in comparaƟve 

research are sƟll taking places. Mill et al (2006) for example, idenƟfied that the methodological problems 

in comparaƟve research include: “(1) case selecƟon, unit, level and scale of analysis; (2) construct 

equivalence; (3) variable or case orientaƟon; and (4) issues of causality”. 

The repeaƟng debates about the raƟonale and feasibility of comparaƟve research reflect its great 

strengths and potenƟal for idenƟfying the unique nature of every society. On the other hand, there are 

some unsolved quesƟons in methodologies that reduce the precision and persuasiveness of the findings. 

3.4.3 Reasons for case study selecƟon 

The core principle of the comparaƟve method is to employ comparison as a tool to idenƟfy and explain 

both the similariƟes and differences across mulƟple cases in relaƟon to a parƟcular subject of interest 

(Pickvance, 2001). In this research, the comparaƟve method is used to explore the evolving relaƟonship 

between urban planning policies and public parƟcipaƟon outcomes within the disƟnct poliƟcal, 

economic, and cultural frameworks of two carefully selected case studies. A key review by Oxley (2001) 

have criƟqued the strengths and limitaƟons of established approaches to comparaƟve policy research, 

parƟcularly within the field of urban governance. He argued that many of the issues idenƟfied in earlier 

comparaƟve studies could have been miƟgated by clearly arƟculaƟng the purpose of using comparison 

as an explanatory tool, and by aligning the research methods more closely with the study’s objecƟves.  

In response to these criƟques, the following secƟons outline:  

 the raƟonale for selecƟng NSW and Shanghai as comparaƟve cases in this study  

 the focus on public parƟcipaƟon policy in the two planning iniƟaƟves 

 the approach to comparaƟve analysis adopted  

 the challenges encountered during the research and the strategies employed to address them. 

This research adopted a comparaƟve research approach that used a mix of case-oriented and variables-

oriented methods of comparaƟve methodology.  
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There are two main reasons for choosing the case studies for the comparison of the public parƟcipaƟon 

processes in Australia and China: 

3.4.3.1 Lack of exisƟng comparaƟve research focusing on comparing the public parƟcipaƟon processes 

in planning systems between democraƟc countries and state-led countries 

Most of the exisƟng research on public parƟcipaƟon in planning systems has focused on the pracƟces of 

western countries, parƟcularly on Britain’s planning system (Taylor, 1998) and therefore, public 

parƟcipaƟon theories were established mostly based on the principles of western democraƟc ideologies 

such as Habermas’ thinking on ‘communicaƟon theory’; and Arnstein’s ‘ladder of ciƟzen parƟcipaƟon’; 

and Healey’s ‘communicaƟve planning theory’ (Arnstein, 1969; Flyvbjerg, 1998a; Healey, 1996). 

However, the reality and pracƟces of public parƟcipaƟon in state-led and most developing countries are 

very different from the models established under western contexts, parƟcularly in in terms of the origin, 

processes and outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon processes. For example, Li et al. (2020) stated that the 

community parƟcipaƟon model in developing countries is a combinaƟon of boƩom-up and top-down, 

which is different from western countries where community parƟcipaƟon is oŌen triggered by the 

desires and interests from boƩom-up communiƟes. 

In the theory and pracƟce of parƟcipatory planning, individuals' social and economic status, race, family 

and beliefs can have an impact on people's intenƟon to parƟcipate.   ParƟcipatory planning theories 

developed in western countries oŌen fail to consider possible poliƟcal, social and economic contexts that 

can exist in developing countries (J. Richardson, Floyd, Jones, & Sheate, 2003). Thus, many scholars 

believe that parƟcipatory planning methods can only be used successfully in developing countries if their 

poliƟcal and social contexts are considered (Kotus & Sowada, 2017). 

In recent decades, there have been increasing studies of public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces in state-led 

countries such as China (X. Li et al., 2020; Shan, 2012); Brazil (Friendly, 2019); Japan and Korea (Kim, 

2010) and in Southeast Asia more broadly (Rodan, 2018).  In-depth and detailed invesƟgaƟons on the 

differences between state-led developing ciƟes and western ciƟes is also necessary.  However, there is 

lack of comparison research on how public parƟcipaƟon processes are different in democraƟc and state-

led countries and the reasons for such differences (Dang, 2020). 

The origins of planning systems in Australia were much influenced by the planning legislaƟon from the 

UK during the 1950s. They were then developed under the influence of planning systems from both 

Britain and the US with a standardised set of rules and more place-specific guidelines (Freestone, 2012). 
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Since the early 1980s, neoliberal governance was popular in the western world and also evident in 

Australian planning systems. 

The planning system in China, on the other hand, represents a top-down supply-induced insƟtuƟonal 

system, more recently, however, with dramaƟc boƩom-up forces. Although planning theories and ideas 

borrowed from western countries have had great influences in China, many tradiƟons of socialist 

planning sƟll coexist due to “path-dependence mechanisms and the gradual transiƟon of the socialist 

poliƟcal regime” (Zhao, 2015)  

This research fills the gap in the literature of a comprehensive comparison of the processes of public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning systems between democraƟc and state-led countries and therefore contributes 

to the development of public parƟcipaƟon in planning theories in developing countries. 

3.4.3.2 The tendency to address and shiŌ public parƟcipaƟon processes and parƟcipatory rights in 

planning systems in Australia and China 

During recent decades, both Australia and China have made significant changes to their planning 

systems. For example, five out of eight states and territories in Australia have had planning system 

changes referred to as ‘planning reform’.  China introduced a new naƟonal planning act known as the 

Urban and Rural Planning Law of the People's Republic of China 2008 that replaced the previous act that 

had been enforced for 20 years. In the planning system changes of both countries, the change in 

parƟcipatory rights has been an important consideraƟon. 

Australia is generally recognised as a country with a high level of democracy and consequently, is oŌen 

seen to have a claim for a long history of public parƟcipaƟon in its planning processes since World War II 

(Gurran, 2011). The requirement for public noƟficaƟon of planning decisions was enforced in legislaƟon 

as early as 1928 (Thorpe, 2017). At the Ɵme of its introducƟon, the Environmental Planning and 

Assessment Act 1979 in NSW, was considered one of the world’s most advanced planning acts addressing 

public parƟcipaƟon (McFarland, 2011).  

However, many scholars pointed that planning reforms in recent years presented a tendency towards 

‘post-poliƟcal planning’ which transformed the planning decision-making process and legiƟmised and 

narrowly defined in advance, through the parƟcipatory process, the scope of possible outcomes 

(MacDonald, 2018). This tendency led to a drasƟc decrease in local democraƟc representaƟon and 

genuine parƟcipaƟon in planning decision-making (Greiss & Piracha, 2021). For example, during the 

planning reform in NSW between 2011 to 2014, it was proposed to shiŌ public parƟcipaƟon into the 
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strategic planning stage rather than at the development assessment stage. A public parƟcipaƟon charter 

was proposed that outlined the main issues and procedures of public parƟcipaƟon in the local strategic 

plan-making process. The reform also promoted code-assessable developments which required design 

compliance with a series of pre-determined codes that minimised public parƟcipaƟon in the 

development assessment stage.  

China, on the other hand, is generally considered as a country with a centralised and strong communist 

government with limited democracy for common ciƟzens to parƟcipate in poliƟcal decision-making 

processes. However, with a modern governance system geƫng increasing aƩenƟon, public parƟcipaƟon 

has become a decisive focus in the process of China's planning system reform. The central government of 

China made it clear that public parƟcipaƟon in the planning process was required compulsorily in its 

Urban and Rural Planning Law 2008. The government expanded the stress on public parƟcipaƟon in 

planning through the New-type UrbanisaƟon Plan 2014-2020 (X. Li et al., 2020). Focusing on public 

parƟcipaƟon, the Plan strengthens and innovates governance in urban and rural communiƟes and 

promotes healthy interacƟon between government, society and the community. To address this iniƟaƟve 

by the top-down legislaƟon and pay aƩenƟon to public parƟcipaƟon in planning processes, many 

planning pracƟces aƩach great importance to public parƟcipaƟon. For example, in the preparaƟon of 

Shanghai's strategic plan - Shanghai 2040, online voƟng, focus group meeƟngs, public consultaƟon 

meeƟngs and other public parƟcipaƟon methods have been carried out. 

Many studies have invesƟgated the interacƟons between the government, the private sector, residents 

and other stakeholders and the effect of these interacƟons on the outcome of urban renewal in China 

(Sonn, Chen, Wang, & Liu, 2017). They show that the property development led alliances formed by local 

governments, enterprises and developers in China have a more significant impact than in western 

countries (He & Wu, 2005). As a result, large-scale, top-down reconstrucƟon projects undermine 

neighbourhoods’ interests and benefits (M. Zhao, Lin, & Derudder, 2018), leading to the passive 

‘peƟƟon’ phenomenon by community residents (Zhai & Ng, 2013). 

The New South Wales planning reforms (2011–2013) and the development of Shanghai’s 2040 

Comprehensive Plan both emerged during periods of major urban changes and growing public pressure 

on planning systems. Each case reflected its government response to concerns about transparency, 

accountability, and the role of ciƟzens in shaping urban development. Although they are shaped by 

different poliƟcal systems, both efforts represented a shiŌ toward recognising the value of public 
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involvement in planning decisions. Such similariƟes made them important compariable examples of how 

parƟcipatory approaches have evolved in disƟnct governance seƫngs. 

3.5 Data collecƟon methods and analysis techniques  

Based on the conceptual framework and the main research quesƟons developed in the literature review 

chapter, a series of sub-research quesƟons were designed to define and specify the research scope 

(Table 3). Both qualitaƟve and quanƟtaƟve methods of data collecƟon and analysis were used to achieve 

research aims and objecƟves. Content and policy analysis, semi-structured interviews, and quesƟonnaire 

surveys were used to gather and analyse informaƟon and data.  

QualitaƟve analysis was used to understand the contexts of the public parƟcipaƟon processes of the 

cases studies as well as provide in-depth informaƟon on the opinions and experiences of communiƟes 

and stakeholders. QualitaƟve studies explored the overall percepƟons of wider communiƟes on public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning.  
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Table 3: Research quesƟons and methods 

Research questions Sub-questions Research 

methods/ 

data 

Data analysis 

techniques 

(1). How do the policy design 

objectives for public 

participation in urban 

planning differ between 

Shanghai, China, and Sydney, 

Australia, considering their 

distinct political legacies, 

institutional frameworks, and 

participation cultures? 

1.1: What are the stated objectives for public participation in the urban 

planning policies of each country studied? 

Document 

analysis on 

legislation 

and 

government 

documents;  

Policy analysis 
 

Document 

analysis 

based on the 

themes of 

public 

participation 

requirements 

1.2: How do political legacies influence the formulation of these objectives? 

1.3: In what ways do institutional settings shape the goals of public 

participation in these countries? 

1.4: How do participation cultures within each country impact the design of 

public participation policies? 

(2). What operational 

mechanisms for public 

involvement are employed in 

urban planning in Shanghai, 

China, and Sydney, Australia, 

and how are these 

mechanisms influenced by the 

respective political, 

2.1: What methods and practices are employed to facilitate public 

participation in the planning processes of each country? 

Government 

documents 

analysis;  

media news 

analysis;  

semi-

structured 

interviews  

Document 

analysis; 

recording of 

notes; tape 

and film 

listening and 

content 

analysis  

2.2: How do political legacies affect the implementation of these methods 

and practices? 

2.3: In what ways do institutional settings enable or hinder public 

involvement mechanisms? 

2.4: How do participation cultures influence the operationalisation of public 

participation in planning? 
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institutional, and cultural 

contexts of each city? 

(3). What are the specific 

outcomes and influences of 

public participation on urban 

planning processes in 

Shanghai, China, and Sydney, 

Australia, given their differing 

political, institutional, and 

cultural environments? 

3.1: What tangible changes in urban policies and development outcomes 

can be attributed to public participation in each country? 

Questionnaire 

survey; 

semi-

structured 

interviews  

Document 

analysis; 

recording of 

notes; tape 

and film 

listening ; 

content 

analysis and 

questionnaire 

analysis 

3.2: How do political legacies influence the effectiveness of public 

participation in achieving these outcomes? 

3.3: In what ways do institutional settings impact the results of public 

involvement in urban planning? 

3.4: How do participation cultures within each country affect the perceived 

and actual influences of public participation on urban development? 
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3.5.1 Research method 1: document analysis 

Document analysis is an essenƟal qualitaƟve research method that facilitates a systemaƟc 

and in-depth examinaƟon of textual materials. This methodological approach involves 

criƟcally analysing various documents, including reports, policies, and archival records, to 

uncover meaning, gain insights, and develop empirical knowledge. The strength of document 

analysis lies in its ability to provide a nuanced understanding of the content and context of 

the texts being examined. As Jacobs (2006) asserts, this method allows researchers to 

explore the underlying assumpƟons, ideologies, and power dynamics embedded within 

texts, making it invaluable for research that invesƟgates socio-poliƟcal contexts and 

governance frameworks. 

Document analysis reflects social meanings and power structures and requires 

understanding the context of a document’s creaƟon. Jacobs (2006) argues that such analysis 

shapes and reflects the worldviews of their authors.  For example, policy documents oŌen 

reveal conceptual posiƟons or poliƟcal agendas shaping their development. Analysing such 

texts helps researchers explore how insƟtuƟonal discourses interact with broader socio-

poliƟcal forces. Earl, MarƟn, McCarthy, and Soule (2004) highlight that documents are 

valuable in historical and cross-cultural studies because they record events and processes 

within specific contexts.  

In historical research, leƩers, official records, and newspapers reveal how individuals and 

socieƟes perceived and responded to events. In cross-cultural research, documents from 

different contexts allow comparisons of how socieƟes addressed similar issues, which 

uncover both unique and universal aspects of human experience. ExisƟng documents oŌen 

reveal gaps in the literature or highlight issues warranƟng deeper exploraƟon. 

Document analysis oŌen complements other research techniques. Such a mixed-methods 

approach leverages the strengths of document analysis and integrates data from interviews, 

surveys, or observaƟons. For instance, internal reports and policy documents could provide a 

foundaƟonal understanding in a case study on organisaƟonal change, while interviews with 

stakeholders might offer addiƟonal context. Combining different informaƟon sources and 
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data analysis methods helps validate findings and enriches the research by offering mulƟple 

perspecƟves. 

Document analysis also helps to track changes over Ɵme. Researchers can trace the 

evoluƟon of policies and pracƟces by examining documents from different periods. This 

longitudinal perspecƟve helps assess how and why changes occur and their implicaƟons for 

stakeholders. The analysis followed a structured qualitaƟve approach informed by Bowen’s 

(2009) three-step method: document selecƟon, data extracƟon and coding, and interpreƟve 

analysis. 

3.5.1.1 Document source selecƟon 

This study draws on diverse document types to explore community parƟcipaƟon in planning 

legislaƟon and pracƟces: 

 Planning laws and legislaƟon 

Legal documents like the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 and the Urban 

and Rural Planning Act 2008 provide a baseline for understanding public involvement in 

planning. These texts outline statutory requirements for community input. 

 Government reports and draŌ plans 

Reports and plans detail current pracƟces and proposed changes and offer insights into 

policy direcƟons and community involvement. For example, draŌ plans reveal strategies for 

engaging the public during consultaƟon. 

 Media news 

News arƟcles from media sources such as the Sydney Morning Herald capture public 

discourse and media framing of planning issues. Media coverage sheds light on community 

reacƟons, public controversies, and broader societal influences of planning decisions. 

 Government websites 
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Official websites provide up-to-date planning informaƟon, including consultaƟon 

opportuniƟes, policy updates, and project announcements. These plaƞorms reveal how 

authoriƟes communicate with stakeholders and incorporate public feedback. 

 Public submissions 

Submissions collected during consultaƟon periods reflect direct input from community 

members. These submissions reveal public concerns, preferences, and prioriƟes and provide 

insight into how the public influences planning outcomes. Table 4 lists documents for 

analysis. 
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Table 4: Documents analysed 

 

 

 Documents  Data and information analysed 

Planning 

reform in 

China 

City Planning Law 1989 Historical development of statutory policies on public participation in 

planning systems  

City and Country Planning Law 2008 Reformed planning systems; change of public participation  

Speeches from Minister about the planning reforms (from 

2002 to 2008) 

Objectives of planning reforms, the process of planning reform 

Local planning policies in Shanghai Local policies on public participation in planning systems 

Media news about planning reform and public participation 

in this process (from 2002 to now) 

Government’s objectives of planning reform, the public’s response 

Planning 

reform in 

NSW   

Environmental and Planning Assessment Act 1979 Previous planning systems; public participation in planning systems 

Environmental and Planning Assessment Regulation 2000 Previous planning systems; public participation in planning systems 

Local Environment Plans and Development Control Plans Local policies on the methods, extent and issues of public 

participation in planning 

Green Paper (2012) & White Paper (2013) - A New Planning 

System for NSW 

Government’s intention and objectives of planning reforms, the 

process of performing planning reform 

Independent review and public submissions for the planning 

reform in NSW (2012) 

Government’s intention and objectives of planning reforms, the 

process of performing planning reform 

Media news on public participation in planning and planning 

reforms (from 2008 to 2014) 

Government’s objectives of planning reform, the public’s response 
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3.5.1.2 Document analysis procedures 

Once the relevant materials had been gathered, they were read and coded using qualitaƟve soŌware 

(NVivo). During this stage, similar ideas and phrases were grouped into categories reflecƟng the main 

themes, such as how consultaƟon was structured, how legiƟmacy was framed, and how different 

stakeholders including community members or community group representaƟves and government policy 

makers. The codes were refined as the analysis progressed, and were later used to guide the 

comparisons between Sydney and Shanghai.  

The analysis also considered when and why a document was produced, who draŌed it, and what broader 

debates or issues it reflected. In Sydney, the changes from the Green Paper (2012) to the final reform Bill 

(2013) showed how public feedback was included or not during the draŌing process. In Shanghai, the 

move from the 1989 to the 2008 planning law revealed how centralised governance was slowly 

responding to the growing pressure for planning reform. 

Media reports also played an important role in the analysis. They offered insights into how planning 

reforms were received by the public and how stakeholders including residents, governments to industry 

lobbyists tried to influence the process. In Sydney, the review included reports from the main media 

channel like The Sydney Morning Herald and ABC News between 2008 and 2014. These arƟcles were 

idenƟfied through keyword searches focused on planning reform and public consultaƟon. For Shanghai, 

the media analysis drew from sources such as Xinhua News and Shanghai Daily, with coverage roughly 

from 2002 to 2020. These sources helped trace changes in official language and highlight moments of 

public concern or debate. 

Not all media content from Shanghai could be formally cited. While many online arƟcles and 

government documents were publicly accessible during the research period, some are no longer 

available. For the ones that were used, effort was made to ensure that translaƟons were accurate, 

parƟcularly when dealing with complex terms or context-specific language. 

3.5.2 Research method 2: quesƟonnaire survey  

Survey research is a common method to collect primary informaƟon on people’s aƫtudes, opinions, and 

preferences (Roopa & Rani, 2012). In this study, the survey was carried out over a three-month period in 

each city, between June and September 2015 in Sydney, and February to May 2016 in Shanghai. A total 

of 600 households were contacted, with 197 quesƟonnaires completed (101 in Sydney and 96 in 
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Shanghai with overall response rate 32.8%). Face-to-face delivery was chosen to help increase 

parƟcipaƟon and also to idenƟfy individuals who were willing to be interviewed later. 

3.5.2.1 Sampling Approach and SelecƟon 

To make the sample more representaƟve and reduce bias, a straƟfied sampling strategy was used. In 

both ciƟes, neighbourhoods were grouped into three socio-economic Ɵers—low, middle, and high—

based on available income and job data. One suburb was then selected from each group. 

In Sydney, the classificaƟon was based on total family income from the Australian Bureau of StaƟsƟcs 

(ABS), ranging from 2001/02 to 2005/06. The selected suburbs—ParramaƩa South, Lane Cove, and 

Randwick—were chosen not only for their varied income profiles but also to cover different parts of the 

city. 

In Shanghai, equivalent government income staƟsƟcs by suburb were not publicly accessible. Instead, 

the suburb classificaƟon was based on the sociological study of Xiao, Li, and Wei’s (2021), which studied 

social class in Shanghai. In China, social class includes job type, income, and social status. Based on their 

study, Xuhui, Yangpu, and Songjiang were selected to represent upper-middle, middle, and working-class 

areas. 

Although the sample size is relaƟvely small compared to the total populaƟons of Sydney and Shanghai, it 

is sƟll suitable for analysis. In social science research, especially when dealing with specific populaƟons 

such as those involved in planning processes, a smaller but well-targeted sample can sƟll provide 

meaningful insights (Fowler, 2013). As noted by Cochran (1977), sample sizes in survey research are 

oŌen challenged by pracƟcal constraints, and when a comprehensive census data is not available, 

smaller but carefully designed samples can sƟll give reliable results. 

3.5.2.2 Data CollecƟon Procedure 

In each of the six suburbs, a typical residenƟal street was chosen, and dwellings were approached 

systemaƟcally. Every third household was selected—i.e., house numbers 3, 6, 9, and so on. In apartment 

buildings, units with numbers divisible by three were chosen. If residents were not available at the Ɵme 

of first contact, a second visit was made. Surveys were distributed in person, which allowed the 

researcher to briefly explain the purpose and helped to increase trust with parƟcipants. 

Of the 600 survey visits, 197 quesƟonnaires were completed. The quesƟonnaire survey is summarised in 

Table 5 below: 
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Table 5: QuesƟonnaire survey response 

 No. of survey visits 

conducted 

Questionnaire 

completed 

Response rate 

Sydney 300 101 33.7% 

Shanghai 300 96 32% 

Total 600 197 32.8% 

 

3.5.2.3 QuesƟonnaire Design and Themes 

The quesƟonnaire was designed to explore residents’ knowledge of planning systems, previous 

parƟcipaƟon experiences, aƫtudes toward consultaƟon methods, and levels of trust in planning 

authoriƟes. It also collected data on parƟcipants’ age, gender, educaƟon, occupaƟon, income bracket, 

and tenure type (owning vs renƟng). These demographic details were used to evaluate how closely the 

sample reflected broader populaƟon characterisƟcs. 

Although full populaƟon profiling data was not available for each selected suburb—parƟcularly in 

Shanghai—care was taken to ensure a spread across socio-economic categories. The sample included a 

mix of home-owners and renters, individuals with varying educaƟon levels, and different age groups. 

This helped ensure that survey responses were not skewed toward one parƟcular demographic. 

3.5.2.4 RepresentaƟveness and SaturaƟon 

While this study did not aim to produce staƟsƟcally generalisable results, aƩenƟon was paid to data 

saturaƟon—that is, whether new responses conƟnued to yield new themes or insights. As survey 

responses were reviewed, clear paƩerns began to emerge, parƟcularly in relaƟon to trust, parƟcipaƟon 

barriers, and perceived government responsiveness. AŌer around 80–90 responses per city, few new 

issues were being raised, indicaƟng that themaƟc saturaƟon had largely been achieved. The remaining 

responses added minor variaƟon but reinforced the key insights already idenƟfied. 

 

The sample size—197 parƟcipants across two large ciƟes—was considered adequate for a qualitaƟve-

driven study of this nature, especially when combined with interview data and document analysis. While 

further expansion of the survey may have yielded greater staƟsƟcal robustness, the primary aim was to 

capture diverse perspecƟves and compare structural paƩerns across two different planning systems. 
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3.5.2.5 Data Analysis 

All completed quesƟonnaires were entered into a MicrosoŌ Excel database. Responses were coded and 

cross-checked for accuracy. Basic staƟsƟcal techniques—such as frequency analysis, percentage 

calculaƟon, and cross-tabulaƟon—were used to idenƟfy paƩerns in parƟcipants’ responses across key 

variables. These included percepƟons of influence in planning processes, saƟsfacƟon with consultaƟon 

methods, and awareness of opportuniƟes for parƟcipaƟon. The analysis also considered demographic 

trends to understand how different community segments engaged with the planning system. 

A copy of the quesƟonnaire is provided in the Appendix. 

3.5.3 Research method 3: semi-structured interviews   

Semi-structured interviews involve the use of a guiding set of quesƟons and topics prepared in advance, 

which the interviewer refers to throughout the conversaƟon. However, this format also allows flexibility, 

giving parƟcipants the freedom to respond in their own words and elaborate on issues they find 

meaningful (Brown & Danaher, 2019). Such interviews are thought to be well suited to the exploraƟon of 

aƫtudes, values, beliefs and moƟves (Blee & Taylor, 2002). They also have the advantage of overcoming 

the poor response rates of a quesƟonnaire survey and ensure that all quesƟons are answered by each 

respondent (Barriball & While, 1994) and can idenƟfy the complexity and details of the research topic 

through discussion, two-way communicaƟon and conversaƟons. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with government planners, planning professionals.  They 

were also undertaken with community representaƟves, other interest group representaƟves and normal 

community members to idenƟfy the perspecƟves, opinions and responses to public parƟcipaƟon policies 

and pracƟces in planning.  

 SelecƟon of semi-structured interview parƟcipants 

The study selected key stakeholders of the two planning processes including government planners, 

planning professionals, and community representaƟves from both Sydney and Shanghai. These 

individuals were selected for their involvement in, or significant experience with, the public parƟcipaƟon 

processes associated with urban planning. The interviewees represented a variety of perspecƟves, 

ensuring that key viewpoints were considered. 



75 
 

The total of 29 parƟcipants were interviewed from two categories of stakeholders who either worked 

with, or parƟcipated in, the public parƟcipaƟon processes of the two case studies. These categories 

included: 

- Staff from government sectors or government agencies who had directly worked on the 

preparaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon acƟviƟes or the analysis of input from public parƟcipaƟon 

- Community members or community group representaƟves who were experienced in public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning before or had parƟcipated in public parƟcipaƟon processes for the two 

case studies, or had opinions and views on why they did not parƟcipate in these processes. 

In this study, purposive samples were used together with a snowballing method to select parƟcipants for 

semi-structured interviews. This type of sampling involves choosing parƟcipants who are most relevant 

and can provide rich, useful informaƟon for the research (PaƩon, 1990). I first developed a list of 

potenƟal contacts who worked on the planning reform in NSW, and on the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan 

(2040)  by consulƟng  relevant government or news websites and the  LinkedIn app.  Community 

members idenƟfied from the quesƟonnaire survey were also invited if they were interested in taking 

part. 

Throughout the process, potenƟal interviewees with relevant experience and experƟse were searched 

for using the Internet, then contacted by email, phone or a LinkedIn message to explain the study 

objecƟves and invite their  parƟcipaƟon. With parƟcipants’ consent, interviews were conducted using a 

semi-structured format (see Appendix for interview topics), typically lasƟng between 45 minutes and an 

hour. During each interview, parƟcipants were asked if they knew others who might be suitable for the 

study. If they did, they were invited to pass along the researcher’s contact details to those individuals. All 

interviews were carried out in full accordance with the University's human ethics approval condiƟons. 

This study also considered saturaƟon.  Sufficient and key informaƟon has been collected when 

interviewees from the same groups started to express similar issues and ideas from the earlier 

discussions.  

The number of interviews for each category in each country is shown in Table 6 below: 

Table 6: Interviewee profile 

Participant category Sydney Shanghai 

Government sectors or government agencies 8 8 
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Community members and representatives 6 7 

Total number of interviewees: 29 

 

In the Sydney case study, community representaƟves were interviewed individually rather than in a 

group. This approach allowed for a more detailed exploraƟon of personal experiences and perspecƟves 

on public parƟcipaƟon. It also helped to understand the broader perspecƟves, procedures and acƟviƟes 

of the community groups they represented.  

In comparison, in the Shanghai case, the study did not include interviews with key community 

organisaƟons. This is mainly due to pracƟcal difficulty of accessing these community representaƟves 

through official contact cannel. However, relevant informaƟon about their opinions and acƟviƟes was 

found through public sources, such as news arƟcles and their websites, where available. A summary of 

interview informaƟon is provided in the Appendix. 

 Design of semi-structured interview quesƟons 

Semi-structured interviews gather informaƟon on:  

- the extent to which, and reasons why, public parƟcipaƟon is considered a principle of the 

planning process 

- problems and difficulƟes government officers and planners encountered when conducƟng 

public parƟcipaƟon 

- to what extent actual planning policy outcomes reflect the opinions expressed during public 

parƟcipaƟon 

- who the key stakeholders are in the planning process and how or why their views are 

considered during the reform process  

- parƟcipaƟon problems with the current system and issues that need to be addressed. 

 Analysis of semi-structured interview transcripts 

The themaƟc analysis method was adopted for this research. At a fundamental level, themaƟc analysis is 

the process of recovering the theme or themes that evolve from the research. The interview transcripts 

and other documentary informaƟon have been analysed using the themaƟc method.  

The themaƟc analysis process encompasses the idenƟficaƟon, examinaƟon, and presentaƟon of paƩerns 

within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). IniƟally, a comprehensive understanding of the context was 
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developed through repeated interacƟons with the data, followed by preliminary coding (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996). This coding phase involved marking significant aspects of the data and assigning codes 

to them. The selected codes played a crucial role in navigaƟng the data analysis process, aiding in the re-

evaluaƟon and refinement of the data through categorisaƟon and grouping, and facilitaƟng the 

extracƟon of meanings from the material (Savin-Baden & Major, 2023). The research adopted a flexible 

approach, focusing on the interpretaƟon of key codes that encapsulated the research themes, rather 

than adhering strictly to word analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

In alignment with the research and sub-research quesƟons, themes such as the objecƟves of public 

parƟcipaƟon, governance frameworks, development of public parƟcipaƟon plans, selecƟon of 

parƟcipants, methods of parƟcipaƟon and consultaƟon, reacƟons to public input, effects of planning 

legislaƟon, and community influences were idenƟfied and coded. The analysis and organisaƟon of the 

interview transcripts address specific research quesƟons, with the findings presented in Chapters 5 

through to 8. 

3.6 LimitaƟons of the research design 

Two limitaƟons are idenƟfied in this research. The first limitaƟon lies in the comparaƟve framework 

between the two disƟnct jurisdicƟons. Although consideraƟon have been given to develop a 

comparaƟve framework that works for both case studies, the fundamental differences in their poliƟcal, 

social and cultural backgrounds made it impossible to conduct a variable-controlled analysis. This 

limitaƟon highlights the challenges of applying the findings from this research to broader contexts. 

Scholars like Mills, Van de Bunt (2006), & De Bruijn (2006) idenƟfy the persistent problems cross-naƟon 

comparison including units, level and scale of comparison, construct equivalence and issues of causality. 

Mills also addressed its disƟncƟve value of such comparison: "Comparisons not only uncover differences 

between social enƟƟes but reveal unique aspects of a parƟcular enƟty that would be virtually impossible 

to detect otherwise". 

Secondly, there is risk related to the small survey sample which may cast risks for biased views from 

parƟcipants. This research could be perceived to have geographical bias and therefore the conclusions 

may not be generally representaƟve (Sofoulis, 2009). Despite efforts to select a diverse range of 

stakeholders to capture a spectrum of perspecƟves (i.e. interviews with various stakeholder groups and 

quesƟonnaire samples from different social-economic districts within each city), the views expressed by 

interviewees were inherently influenced by their individual experiences and interacƟons with public 
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parƟcipaƟon processes. This subjecƟve nature of data collecƟon means that the insights collected may 

not have fully represent the breadth of experiences across wider populaƟons or accurately reflected the 

diversity of public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces in other contexts. The limited number of responses of 

quesƟonnaire survey (34% response rate in Sydney and 32% response rate in Shanghai) reduced the 

study’s ability to capture the full range of perspecƟves. This low response rate also reflects the broader 

challenge of engaging ordinary people in planning processes.  Although the small sample size limits the 

representaƟveness of the findings, it sƟll provides valuable insights on community’s perspecƟves 

towards planning systems for those who choose to parƟcipate. 

3.7 Summary  

Chapter 3 builds on the conceptual framework from the literature review and establishes an approach 

for comparaƟve analysis. The research methodology integrates both quanƟtaƟve and qualitaƟve 

methods to address different aspects of research quesƟons. One of the key features of this methodology 

is the conducƟon of two disƟnct case studies: the planning reform in NSW and the development of the 

Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040).  

The chapter also outlines the use of primary and secondary data sources, such as semi-structured 

interviews, quesƟonnaire surveys, and document analysis. In addiƟon, the chapter explains the selecƟon 

of case studies, sampling of parƟcipants, and the raƟonale for data analyƟcal techniques to  ensure a 

clear and reliable research strategy. This approach also allows the research to uncover the legislaƟve, 

policy, and pracƟcal mechanisms at work in each governance model. 

Building on the research methodology developed from this chapter, Chapter 4 will analyse the 

legislaƟon, policies, and pracƟces of public parƟcipaƟon in the two systems and provide broad contexts 

for the two case studies. Data collecƟon and analysis tools outlined in this chapter will form the basis for 

Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, which explore the empirical surveys and analysis.   
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Chapter 4 The development of legislaƟon, 

policies, and pracƟces of public parƟcipaƟon in 

planning in Australia and China  

4.1 IntroducƟon 

Legal frameworks shape how public parƟcipaƟon operates within planning systems. The interacƟon 

between laws, regulaƟons and governance structures forms the disƟnct features of public consultaƟon, 

ciƟzen representaƟon and parƟcipaƟon levels in different contexts (Burton, 2017). Research has shown 

that examining statutory systems reveals variaƟons in ciƟzen engagement pracƟces and decision-making 

structures. Such findings form the basis for recommendaƟons to improve public parƟcipaƟon policies for 

more effecƟve urban planning (L. Zhang et al., 2020). 

Chapter 4 builds on the research methodologies outlined in Chapter 3 and explores the development of 

legislaƟon, policies, and pracƟces on public parƟcipaƟon in planning systems in China and New South 

Wales (NSW). The chapter starts by exploring how community parƟcipaƟon regulaƟons have evolved in 

both countries. It emphasises the influence of poliƟcal histories, insƟtuƟonal frameworks, and cultural 

norms on public engagement processes. This analysis highlights the principles and prioriƟes that guide 

the statutory regulaƟons on public parƟcipaƟon within the planning systems of NSW and China. 

The discussion then moves to the development of public parƟcipaƟon in planning systems over Ɵme. In 

NSW, it examines the growth of parƟcipaƟon pracƟces from the post-war era through the ongoing 

updates to the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act (EP&A Act) 1979. In China, the review 

focuses on three key phases: the pre-reform era, the transiƟon to a market economy, and the modern 

economic period. Each phase reflects major legislaƟve changes that have had influences on  local 

government pracƟces. 

The chapter concludes with case studies of recent changes in the planning systems of NSW and 

Shanghai. These case studies provide detailed insights into how public parƟcipaƟon operates in pracƟce. 

The chapter provides key policies, processes, and outcomes, with a clearer understanding of how 

engagement is implemented in planning systems in both contexts. 
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4.2 The development of public parƟcipaƟon in the statutory planning 

system in Australia 

Australia became a federaƟon in 1901 and established a system of government that divided governance 

responsibiliƟes between the federal government and the six states (including NSW) and two territories. 

The Australian ConsƟtuƟon explicitly outlines the division of powers. Certain responsibiliƟes were 

granted exclusively to the Commonwealth Government, while others were reserved for the states. This 

division reflects the prioriƟes at the Ɵme of federaƟon. Issues like community parƟcipaƟon, urban 

planning, and environmental protecƟon were not seen as criƟcal concerns. Consequently, these areas 

were leŌ to the states to manage, and the federal government was not given direct authority over them. 

The Commonwealth’s powers, as outlined in SecƟon 51 of the ConsƟtuƟon, cover areas such as defence, 

foreign affairs, and trade, but do not extend to urban planning or community parƟcipaƟon. However, 

starƟng in the 1980s, the federal government began to influence these areas indirectly through its 

broader powers, such as those related to corporaƟons, external affairs, and taxaƟon. The High Court's 

interpretaƟon of these powers allowed the Commonwealth to have a greater role in planning and 

environmental maƩers. 

AddiƟonally, under SecƟon 96 of the ConsƟtuƟon, the Commonwealth can provide financial assistance 

to the states through grants. This mechanism enables the federal government to influence state policies, 

including those related to urban planning and the environment; by aƩaching condiƟons to the grants it 

provides (Gurran, 2007). Despite these federal influences, the primary responsibility for land use 

planning remains with the states and territories. 

Australia lacks a naƟonwide planning system, and each state and territory is responsible for developing 

their own statutory and strategic land use planning framework. Although there are differences in the 

planning frameworks in each state and territory in terms of planning jurisdicƟons, legislaƟve 

frameworks, ideologies and planning mechanisms (Gurran, 2011), the provision for public parƟcipaƟon 

was typical and included public exhibiƟons, public inquires and the making of objecƟons (Thorpe, 2017). 

“External affairs powers" under SecƟon 51 of the Australian ConsƟtuƟon grants the Commonwealth 

Government the authority to influence environmental policy in Australia through parƟcipaƟon in 

internaƟonal treaƟes, convenƟons, or agreements. Several internaƟonal treaƟes and agreements directly 

impact urban environmental planning, including the World Heritage ConvenƟon, the United NaƟons 
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(UN) ConvenƟon on Climate Change, and Agenda 21. Agenda 21 has been important in encouraging local 

communiƟes across Australia to take part in the planning process (Gurran, 2007). 

The Franklin Dam’s case is a key example of how the Commonwealth Government used its external 

affairs power under SecƟon 51 of the Australian ConsƟtuƟon to influence environmental policy. In the 

early 1980s, the Tasmanian government proposed a hydroelectric dam on the Franklin River, which faced 

strong opposiƟon from environmental groups. The Commonwealth intervened by declaring the area a 

World Heritage site, using Australia's obligaƟons under the World Heritage ConvenƟon to stop the dam. 

This led to a landmark High Court decision that affirmed the federal government's ability to legislate on 

internaƟonal treaty maƩers, highlighƟng how internaƟonal agreements can shape domesƟc 

environmental policy and public parƟcipaƟon in planning. 
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Figure 3:Responsibilities of the three tiers of government (Source: AHURI website reformaƩed by author) 

 

4.2.1 The emergence of public parƟcipaƟon in legislaƟon and seƫng up a 

fundamental public parƟcipaƟon framework in the Australian post-war 

planning system 

In the state of New South Wales, the iniƟal concept of geƫng the public involved in the planning system 

was first introduced through the Local Government Act 1919. This legislaƟon allowed for the 

proclamaƟon of residenƟal areas and the prohibiƟon of certain land uses. However, from 1928 onwards, 
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a significant change was implemented requiring public noƟce before zoning could be proclaimed. 

AddiƟonally, this change allowed any person of interest to raise opposiƟon, and legislaƟve processes 

included public inquiries (Thorpe, 2017). These measures aimed to increase transparency and public 

parƟcipaƟon in zoning decisions, giving ciƟzens the opportunity to voice their concerns and opinions 

regarding land use and development in their communiƟes. The first systemaƟc legislaƟon for urban 

planning in NSW was introduced in 1945, as an amendment to the Local Government Act 1919 - the 

Local Government (Town and Country Planning) Amendment Act 1945. This amended act established the 

legal framework for local councils to prepare comprehensive planning schemes for their areas. Also, 

based on this legislaƟon, Cumberland Country Council was formed to prepare Sydney’s first regional plan 

(the Country of Cumberland Scheme 1951) (Gurran, 2011).  

More formal and extensive parƟcipatory provision in the planning framework was introduced by this act 

including public exhibiƟon requirements of plans, making objecƟons and appeals to plans and provisions 

for considering public objecƟons during plan-making processes. For example, Clause 342F(3) of the Local 

Government  Amendment Act 1945 details public exhibiƟon requirements: 

Any person interested in any land affected by the scheme and any such Department, statutory 

body or council may, within a period of three months aŌer the publicaƟon of noƟce of the scheme 

(or where the noƟce is published more than once, within a period of three months aŌer the first 

publicaƟon thereof), make representaƟons to the council or councils concerned in connecƟon 

with the scheme. 

Clause 342J (3) of the Local Government Amendment Act 1945 enƟtles communiƟes to raise objecƟons 

and enquire about decisions on  plan-making schemes., Planning authoriƟes need to respond objecƟons: 

“(a) On or before the date so specified any such person or council may, in the manner prescribed, 

object to the Minister against the scheme or any part of it and shall state the grounds of the 

objecƟon. 

(b) As soon as pracƟcable aŌer such date the Minister, aŌer such inquiry as he deems sufficient, 

shall determine such objecƟons: Provided that in any case where the objecƟon is made by a 

council specified in the scheme as a responsible authority the Minister shall cause a public inquiry 

to be held and a report to be made to him with respect to the objecƟon; and where in any such 

case it is a ground of the objecƟon that provision has been included in the scheme by the Minister 

by alteraƟon of the scheme or has been included in a scheme prepared under the authority of 
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secƟon 342AH of this Act which is likely to involve the objecƟng council in undue expenditure, 

and it is stated in such report that the inclusion of such provision in the scheme will be likely to 

have that effect, the Minister shall allow the objecƟon to the extent which he deems sufficient in 

the circumstances of the case to avoid involving the council in such undue expenditure.” 

Many scholars have highlighted a range of parƟcipatory iniƟaƟves that were well underway during the 

1940s, from community town planning movements to planning exhibiƟons (Freestone, 2015; Freestone 

& James, 2015; Thorpe, 2017).  

For example, Freestone (2015) pointed out that the process of making the Sydney Metropolitan Plan - 

County of Cumberland Planning Scheme 1948 was a significant milestone which implemented the public 

parƟcipaƟon requirement of the Local Government Amendment Act 1945. Freestone linked the rise of 

public parƟcipaƟon in planning with the general appreciaƟon of the ideological nexus established 

between planning and democracy in the 1940s post-war period. He considered parƟcipaƟon in the 

making of the County of Cumberland Planning Scheme 1948 (publicity, informaƟon, submissions) as  

‘middle-range tokenism’ in Arnstein’s (1969) totemic ladder of ciƟzen parƟcipaƟon. However, the 

pracƟce was already a breakthrough compared to the dominant pre-war planning ideology which largely 

focused on the technical and expert based decision-making paradigm. The plan-making process was 

conducted beyond statutory requirements and exhibited in four ways:1.  a first statutory exhibiƟon, 2. an 

interpreƟve exhibiƟon, 3. suburban showings, 4. and a final statutory exhibiƟon to sell the plan to the 

general public by demonstraƟng the efforts and determinaƟon of the then government in promoƟng 

democracy in planning. In response, this creaƟve parƟcipatory experiment received unprecedented 

stakeholder feedback with wide-ranging interest from the public. The exhibiƟons gathered nearly 3,000 

objecƟons on issues such as the master plan layout, the green belt boundary or open space reserves. 

The then chief planner indicated that the plan was modified in order to meet over 800  disagreements. 

There were a further 350 people whose opinions  were strategically addressed in other ways. Regardless 

of its slower pace, Edmunds (Edmunds, 1947) sƟll praised the promoƟon of public parƟcipaƟon in the 

statutory planning process. It also improved  cooperaƟon and relaƟonships between the community and 

technicians. On the one hand, this iniƟaƟve was performed through public educaƟon during the 

exhibiƟon of draŌ plans. On the other hand, legal provisions ensured the right of the public to object to 

aspects of the new plan. In this process, the fundamental public parƟcipaƟon framework (public 

noƟficaƟon, exhibiƟon of plans, collecƟng public objecƟons, responding to public objecƟons) was 

established.  



85 
 

4.2.2 1970s and 1980s- the rise of parƟcipaƟon awareness from the public and 

rethinking the role of planning 

The rise of the environmental protecƟon movement worldwide promoted the public’s awareness in 

taking acƟons to influence planning systems and decision-making in Australia. The ‘green bans’ 

movement in Sydney in the early 1970s was an example of the fights from ciƟzens to protect tradiƟonally 

working class areas from the encroachment of ‘renewal’ (HamneƩ & Freestone, 2000). 

In statutory planning systems, the establishment of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 

1979 was the first dedicated legislaƟon that focused on a systemaƟc planning framework emphasising 

the distribuƟon of planning powers between the state and local government,  statutory requirements for 

planning decision-making processes and the importance of environmental protecƟon (Haigh, 1979). Roles 

and responsibiliƟes of state and local government and communiƟes were clarified by the Act. Three 

planning instruments were formed under the Act: State Environmental Planning Policies (SEPPs), 

Regional Environmental Plans (REPs) and Local Environmental Plans (LEPs).  

The increase of public parƟcipaƟon is a major feature in the EP&A Act. It ensures community 

involvement in formulaƟng  environmental planning instruments and contribuƟng to decision-making for 

certain development applicaƟons and environmental impact statements. It also menƟons the 

mechanisms employed, including public inquiries, appeals by objectors on the violaƟon of the 

determinaƟon of a consent authority and third party rights, which could remedy or restrain a breach of 

the Act by iniƟaƟng court acƟon (Park, 2010). Public parƟcipaƟon is formally recognised as one of the 

fundamental principles of the Act. In Clause 5 of the Act, it states that: 

“The objecƟves of this Act are— 

to provide increased opportunity for public involvement and parƟcipaƟon in environmental 

planning and assessment.” 

The Planning Bill 2013, introduced as a reform to streamline the planning system, sought to address 

inefficiencies in the exisƟng framework. While it acknowledged the importance of public parƟcipaƟon, 

the emphasis was on early involvement in strategic planning rather than ongoing engagement in 

individual development decisions. In the Bill (2013), the objecƟves related to public parƟcipaƟon are 

outlined in Division 1.1, which includes the aim:  
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"to provide opportuniƟes for early and ongoing community parƟcipaƟon in strategic planning 

and to promote transparent decision-making." 

This difference reflects the broader intent of the Planning Bill 2013 to promote economic growth and 

producƟvity by facilitaƟng quicker approvals and reducing delays. The reduced emphasis on ongoing 

public parƟcipaƟon can be seen as a response to criƟcisms that the planning process under the EP&A Act 

was too slow and cumbersome. By limiƟng public involvement to the strategic planning phase, the 

Planning Bill aimed to balance community input with the need for more efficient decision-making. 

The EP&A Act also assigns  public parƟcipaƟon to the Minister and relevant planning authoriƟes during 

the making of planning instruments. . For example, In Clause 33 it states that when the Minister is 

considering adopƟng a model as a basis for a planning instrument: 

“The Minister may take such steps as he considers appropriate or necessary to publicise draŌ 

model provisions or draŌ amendments to model provisions and to seek and consider submissions 

from the public before he makes the provisions or amendments, as the case may be.” 

In Clause 34, it stated that aŌer the draŌ planning instrument has been produced: 

“A copy of every environmental planning instrument shall be available for public inspecƟon, 

without charge, at the office of the Department during ordinary office hours.” 

Clause 39 provides a mechanism for the Minister to consider the suggesƟons from submissions when 

finalising the draŌ planning instrument:  

“The Minister shall take such steps as he considers appropriate or necessary to publicise a draŌ 

state environmental planning policy and to seek and consider submissions from the public before 

he makes such a recommendaƟon.” 

The Act also requires councils to hold public hearings on the local environmental plan’s if there are 

significant issues raised during public noƟficaƟon period (Clause 68 (1)b): 

“Where— 

(a) a person making a submission so requests; and 

(b) the council considers that the issues raised in a submission are of such significance that they 

should be the subject of a hearing before the council decides whether and, if so, what alteraƟons 
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should be made, the council shall, in the prescribed manner, arrange a public hearing in respect 

of the submission.” 

However,  the Act leaves the Minister with a great degree of discreƟon in whether he or she consider it 

appropriate to take public parƟcipaƟon such as submissions into account when making a decision and/or 

making a planning instrument.  

For the process of assessing developments against environmental planning controls by relevant consent 

authoriƟes, the Act specifies how public noƟces should be conducted and the relevant period of Ɵme.. In 

Clause 84 of the Act, it states:  

“within a specified period (not exceeding the prescribed period, if any) of not less than 30 days 

aŌer the day on which noƟce of that development applicaƟon is published in a newspaper in 

accordance with subsecƟon (1) (c).” 

Clause 87 of the Act requires relevant consent authoriƟes to forward to the Minister or Secretary issues 

raised by submission.. Clause 90 of the Act requires consent authoriƟes to consider submissions in 

determining a development applicaƟon. Clause 98 of the Act enƟtles the right of appeal to anyone who 

is not saƟsfied with consent granted to a development applicaƟon and the objector can appeal to the 

court within 28 days of determinaƟon. 

The Act also sets up requirements on the situaƟons when public inquiries can be held and the process of 

organising public inquiries, although the issues that can trigger public inquiries are limited to issues on if 

the relevant authoriƟes have taken appropriate procedures under the Act rather than an evaluaƟon on 

the extent that the decision-making have achieved desirable outcomes. For example, in Clause 119 of 

the Act, it states that:  

“The Minister may at any Ɵme direct that an inquiry be held, in accordance with this secƟon, 

with respect to—  

(a) any maƩer relaƟng to the administraƟon and implementaƟon of the provisions of this Act or 

any environmental planning instrument; 

(b) the environmental aspects of any proposed designated development the subject of a 

development applicaƟon referred to in secƟon 88 (3) (this clause requires consent authoriƟes do 

not determine a development applicaƟon when the Minister request a public inquiry); 
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(c) the environmental aspects of any acƟvity referred to in secƟon 112 (1) (this clause requires 

consent authoriƟes do not determine a development applicaƟon if it has significant influences on 

the environment); or 

(d) a proposal to consƟtute, alter or abolish a development area under secƟon 132 or 133”. 

During the 1980s, urban governance in New South Wales (NSW) was shaped by three significant events: 

public service reform, the integraƟon of urban planning with economic planning, and the restructuring 

of local government. However, the role of public parƟcipaƟon during this period was inconsistent, 

lacking regularity and legislaƟve support (Gleeson & Low, 2000). Consequently, public engagement in 

urban planning decisions varied, with some iniƟaƟves involving the community while others did not, 

resulƟng in a less predictable and standardised approach to ciƟzen involvement. 

The original Act, which had been in operaƟon for over 30 years, underwent substanƟal changes since its 

incepƟon, driven by growing pressure for reform starƟng in the late 1990s. CriƟcisms of the planning 

system being overly complex, lacking integraƟon with other legislaƟon related to natural resource 

management, and providing limited opportuniƟes for meaningful public parƟcipaƟon led to the release 

of a Green Paper 1999 (DUAP), followed by the PlanFirst White Paper 2001 (DUAP 1999, 2001). PlanFirst 

aimed to adopt a comprehensive whole-of-government approach to urban, regional, and rural planning, 

involving integrated local environmental plans, regional strategies, and comprehensive state-level policy 

guidance. 

During this period, tradiƟonal land use zoning as a form of development control lost favour, and a novel 

approach of 'place-based' plans gained prominence. This new approach emphasised development 

control that aligned more closely with local character and aspiraƟons. The Warringah local government 

area (LGA) in northern Sydney aƩempted this innovaƟve model by creaƟng a comprehensive Local 

Environment Plan (LEP) based on detailed, precinct-level 'locality statements' instead of relying solely on 

funcƟonal land use zones. 

While the original Act was considered progressive when adopted, subsequent amendments raised 

concerns about inconsistency with the EP&A Act's objecƟves of fostering shared responsibility for 

environmental planning between state and local governments. Notably, amendments did liƩle to change 

the structure and intent of community parƟcipaƟon. As a result, community involvement became a mere 

formality under the Act, oŌen limited to submission invitaƟons or public hearings. The provisions lacked 

a clear definiƟon of 'community' and failed to outline its purpose. Consequently, community 
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parƟcipaƟon was perceived as an instrument rather than a process aimed at empowering local 

communiƟes. 

4.2.3 1990s onwards: conƟnuous modificaƟons of the Environmental Planning 

and Assessment Act 1979 

The  standard process for public parƟcipaƟon in the EP&A Act  which includes public noƟficaƟon, public 

consultaƟon, submissions, and third-party appeal rights has remained largely the same for more than 40 

years. However, changes in the Act on power distribuƟon have  influenced the extent of public 

parƟcipaƟon in decision-making outcomes and the level of democracy in  planning. 

 Although the Act provides increased opportuniƟes for public involvement and parƟcipaƟon. Successive 

amendments  have diluted its original legislaƟve intenƟon (Gleeson, 2012). The recent series of planning 

reforms saw the lessening of  local government power as: :  

 a decision on whether  a major ‘state significant development’, should go ahead  made by the 

state government not local councils  

 development assessments are either streamlined ‘code assessable’ or centralised to the relevant 

panels rather than selected councillors  

 public parƟcipaƟon is regarded as a source of red-tape,  consuming unnecessary cost and 

disturbing economic development. Thus,  public parƟcipaƟon was removed   at the development 

assessment stage. 

Many of the amendments increase and centralise the power of the Minister on certain types of 

development. This intent has consequently led to a reducƟon in the democracy in planning decision-

making processes. For example, one of the main amendments in 1985 was to extend the Minister’s 

power to step in and determine a development applicaƟon that would otherwise be prohibited under an 

environmental planning instrument. This provision enabled the Minister to exercise his/her power to 

override planning instruments that had been through public parƟcipaƟon process. The Environmental 

Planning and Assessment Amendment Act 2017  introduced a new development category named ‘state 

significant’ where the Minister was the approval authority for projects  considered by the Minister to be 

of  state or regional environmental planning significance.  

In 2005, there was an insert of Part 3A into the Act, which provided a new process of assessment and 

approval for major private and public process for the provisions of Part 4 or Part 5 the EP &A Act. Part 3A 
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simplified environmental assessment process that established Minister for Planning as the planning 

approval authority. In comparison, the provisions of Part4 or Part 5 are more prescripƟve than the Part 

3A assessment. The category of development that would be declared to one of the Part 3A project has 

been defined in the Act. In Part 3A, the Minister and Director General have the overriding power on 

decision making process of the major developments. There was no specificaƟon on the process should 

make and what consideraƟons ought to be given on whether grant approval or not. However, as aiming 

to tailor the assessment in terms of the projects’ complexity and significance, the Director General of the 

Department of Planning emphasized the necessity of addressing maƩers in its assessment requirements. 

However, what should be noted is that this “tailored” process means that it was not a compulsory 

anymore that the Minister must consider public submissions for decision-making processes. With the 

overwhelming criterion on the Ministerial power in significant development, Part 3A of the Act was 

repealed in 2011. 

Another focus of the amendments is to streamline and simplify development assessment processes for 

small-scale, rouƟne projects with ‘minor’ environmental influences. . In the 1997EP&A Act Amendment, 

two new categories of development were introduced:  ‘exempt development’ and ‘complying 

development’. An environmental planning instrument can idenƟfy a development which is of minimal 

environmental impact as exempt development. When certain criteria are met, no development consent 

involving public exhibiƟon and consultaƟon is required before carrying out an exempt development. is 

required. Complying development requires councils or accredited private cerƟfiers to authorise 

development projects subject to their compliance with  predetermined development standards.  

Although public noƟficaƟon is required for complying development,  there is no requirement for  

councils or accredited private cerƟfiers to consider public submissions  before issuing a complying 

development cerƟficate. 

In July 2012, the NSW Government proposed a wholesale change to the planning system including the 

development of a new Planning Act. For public parƟcipaƟon it aimed to increase parƟcipaƟon in the 

strategic planning stage. Although not specifically stated, the extent of public parƟcipaƟon for an 

individual development applicaƟon was supposed to be reduced due to the extended use of ‘code-

assessable’ complying development. However, aŌer two and a half years’ effort, the planning reform did 

not succeed due to strong objecƟons from interest groups and opposiƟon during the parliamentary 

debate on the  draŌ Bill (2013). 
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In 2017, a new division of ‘community parƟcipaƟon’ was introduced to clarify and summarise the 

funcƟons of public authoriƟes and the mandatory minimum requirement for public parƟcipaƟon.  It 

required planning authoriƟes to prepare community parƟcipaƟon plans. Each council and NSW agency 

responsible for key planning approval funcƟons are required to develop a community parƟcipaƟon plan 

outlining their engagement approach with the public in the statutory planning process. These plans must 

adhere to the minimum community parƟcipaƟon requirements specified by the EP&A Act, but planning 

authoriƟes have the opƟon to exceed these requirements if they deem it suitable. Moreover, the EP&A 

Act mandates that planning decision-makers must provide and publicly disclose the reasons behind their 

decisions, including how they took community perspecƟves into account when addressing significant 

planning issues. (hƩps://www.planning.nsw.gov.au/Policy-and-LegislaƟon/Environmental-Planning-and-

Assessment-Act-updated/Guide-to-the-updated-Environmental-Planning-and-Assessment-Act-

1979/Part-2-Community-ParƟcipaƟon-Plans ). 

 

4.3 The development of public parƟcipaƟon in the statutory planning 

system in China  

4.3.1 Prior economic transiƟon- Urban Planning RegulaƟon 1984 

The raƟonale of public parƟcipaƟon in the planning system was China’s economic transiƟon from a 

planned to a market economy. During the planned economy, the government was the only stakeholder 

of the plan-making process and there were no conflicts of interest. The state government was 

responsible for  macro-level economic strategies allocaƟng budgets to different industries and locaƟons 

for local-level master plan-making processes. During this Ɵme the demand for public parƟcipaƟon in the 

planning process was limited and there were only very high-level and general provisions in legislaƟon for 

public parƟcipaƟon in planning.  

For example, in the first urban planning legislaƟon in China, the Urban Planning RegulaƟon 1984,  Clause 

4 states that the objecƟves of planning are: 

“to design urban and suburban system, set up economic and social target, establish the nature, 

scale and layout of ciƟes, plan and uƟlise the urban land, deploy the economic, social and 

community infrastructure, to ensure the orderly and coordinated development based on the 
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naƟonal economic development strategy and long-term plan and the local natural, historical, 

current characters and limitaƟons for construcƟon of ciƟes.”  

The above statement  reveals the dominant role of the government in the plan-making process and no 

recogniƟon of other stakeholders such as the community in this process, although there were very 

limited and general statements in the regulaƟon about public parƟcipaƟon. The only public parƟcipaƟon 

provision in the Urban Planning RegulaƟon 1984 is in Clause 17: 

“During the Ɵme of making city comprehensive plan by relevant municipal governments, the 

government should widely consult the opinions of relevant agencies and the public and compare 

different planning soluƟons.” 

However, these were no addiƟonal provisions in the RegulaƟon about when public parƟcipaƟon should 

take place nor how to perform such pracƟces, hence there was no statutory enforcement of public 

parƟcipaƟon in the plan-making process. 

At this Ɵme, public parƟcipaƟon regulaƟons and pracƟces in planning in China were very limited. During 

the planned economy, all land, enƟƟes, and resources were owned by the state. The distribuƟon of 

social benefits performed by the government did not generate any severe conflicts between interested 

parƟes. Consequently, the omission of public parƟcipaƟon in planning did not lead to any evident 

complex issues or major conflicts.  

4.3.2 In the process of economy transiƟon - Planning Act 1989 

The concept of public parƟcipaƟon in planning was introduced to China during late 1980 to early 1990 

when China was experiencing the significant transformaƟon from a planned economy to a market-

oriented economy. During this Ɵme the tradiƟonally centralised power of state governments started to 

escalate down to local governments and agencies.  The Land AdministraƟon Law 1986  turned previously 

state-owned land rights into privately-owned usage rights. This change caused profound changes to the 

distribuƟon of wealth between the governments and community and also sought for sustainable 

development (Chiu, 2012). Also, during this Ɵme, there was an increase in scholarly studies about public 

parƟcipaƟon, although these studies mainly focused on exploring public parƟcipaƟon theories and 

pracƟces in other countries (Cao et al. ,2021). 

In December 1989, the then NaƟonal People’s CommiƩee (NPS) approved the Urban Planning Act. It was 

the first formal planning act in China that defined the hierarchy and plan-making process. In this Act, 
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however, there were only provisions for public noƟficaƟon when finalising plans. For example, in Clause 

28 states: 

“The relevant government should exhibit the plans aŌer approved.” 

In the Measures for FormulaƟng City Planning that were enforced by the then Ministry of ConstrucƟon, 

in Clause 9, it states:  

“During the plan-making processes, the relevant government should compare different soluƟons 

and conduct economic analysis and widely consult the opinions of other government agencies 

and the general public.” 

However, there were sƟll no statutory requirements for any forms of public parƟcipaƟon in plan-making 

processes, even though it was frequently addressed in high-level public talk and publicaƟons. For 

example, the Deputy NaƟonal President, Jiabao Wen, in 1999, said:  

“It is important to ensure evidence-based and democraƟc decision-making processes. During the 

Ɵme of plan making and implementaƟon, the government should ensure the process of public 

parƟcipaƟon, the process must be scruƟnised by the society.”  

Likewise, Jiabao Wen in 2002 stated in his arƟcle,  Some issues of urban planning and governance’ that: 

“During the plan making and urban governance process, it is important to understand the current 

situaƟon, widely consult with the public, address the process of invesƟgaƟon and research. The 

process should promote democracy and scienƟfic bases and avoid making decisions randomly.” 

In 2005, the Measures of FormulaƟng City Planning introduced more detailed regulaƟons on public 

parƟcipaƟon that had pracƟcal value for  the direct plan-making process. For example, in Clause 6, it 

said:  

“The making of plans should comply WITH? a process that have the relevant government 

organised, experts led, public parƟcipated, evidence-based decision-making.” 

Clause 16 of the Measures stated: 

“Before the comprehensive plans are sent for approval, the relevant city government should 

consult the general public’s opinions thoroughly. During the plan-making process, the relevant 

government should employ the methods such as public noƟficaƟon, consultaƟon meeƟngs to 

gather the opinions from relevant agencies and local residents.”  
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The naƟonal level Planning Act 1989, regulaƟons and public speeches reflected the state government’s  

top-down perspecƟve, which provided some conceptual and general guidance but  lacked detailed and 

enforceable  requirements on actual planning pracƟces. 

At the local level,  some local governments, parƟcularly from more economically developed areas, 

aƩempted to implement public parƟcipaƟon in plan-making processes. These aƩempts recognised the 

need to balance planning power between different interest parƟes from a boƩom-up perspecƟve. For 

example, the RegulaƟons on City Planning for Shenzhen 1998 included many detailed requirements on 

public parƟcipaƟon in planning pracƟce for the first Ɵme in a Chinese planning system. 

In Clauses 4 and 16 of the RegulaƟons, a statutory planning body of the Urban Planning CommiƩee was 

introduced whose funcƟons were organising public hearings and scruƟnising the plan-making process. 

The commiƩee members comprise employees of governments, independent experts and members of 

the public.  Government employees were not more than 50% of the total commiƩee members and the 

decisions made by the commiƩee must be supported by at least two-thirds of the votes from commiƩee 

members who aƩended the meeƟng. This commiƩee performed the statutory funcƟons of 

comprehensive metropolitan planning, district planning and detailed master planning;  discussions of the 

site selecƟon for significant developments; and approval of zoning and implementaƟon. There is also a 

required noƟficaƟon period for different types of plans. The RegulaƟons made by the Shenzhen 

government represented the most advanced public parƟcipaƟon iniƟaƟves by legislaƟve enforcement at 

that Ɵme and it set an example for other ciƟes in China to improve and implement public parƟcipaƟon 

legislaƟon in their planning systems. 

4.3.3 Market-oriented economy period - Planning Act 2008 and local government 

pracƟces 

The Urban and Rural Planning Law 2008 is the current naƟonal statutory planning act that dictates how 

the planning system operates in China. It includes structured and meaningful requirements for public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning systems in China. It includes statutory requirements for  public parƟcipaƟon 

procedures including when public consultaƟon should take place, what forums the public can parƟcipate 

in and  the length of the noƟficaƟon period. The most significant Clause in the Law relaƟng to public 

parƟcipaƟon is Clause 26: 

“Before the plans can be sent for approval, the relevant plan-making authoriƟes must conduct 

public noƟficaƟon and consultaƟon of the plans. The relevant authoriƟes can organise discussion 
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seminar, public hearings or other forums to consult and collect opinions from experts and the 

public. The period for public noƟficaƟon must be at least 30 days.” 

The Law has many provisions (Clauses 8, 9 and  54) on the release of outcomes to ensure transparency 

of the decision-making process and enable public scruƟny.  

However, in a few provisions of the Law, the requirements are very general and vague and lack pracƟcal 

guidance. For example, in Clause 18: 

“Suburban planning, village planning should begin from the exisƟng situaƟon, respect the 

opinions of local residents and reflect the local character in planning.” 

And Clause 28: 

“The relevant local governments should implement the plans designedly based on the situaƟon 

of local economy and the willing of local residents.” 

These clauses do not provide any informaƟon on how to “respect the opinions of local residents” 

or“ how to listen and consult local residents” and, therefore, there are no compulsory requirements for 

public parƟcipaƟon procedures for plan-making authoriƟes to conduct.  

During this Ɵme, land use rights and ownership was also ensured by law. “The Property Law of the 

People's Republic of China came into effect as of October 1, 2007”. It was the first Ɵme that the private 

use right and the associated amenity of a property was claimed to be protected by legislaƟon. In SecƟon 

7 of the law, “RelaƟonships of Adjacency”, it was stated that:  

“As for the construcƟon of a building, no enƟty or individual may violate the relevant engineering 

construcƟon standards of the state or block the venƟlaƟon, lighƟng or sunshine of any adjacent 

building.” 

From these legislaƟve changes and iniƟaƟves, many municipal governments have aƩempted to 

implement public parƟcipaƟon in their plan-making process. The public parƟcipaƟon in the making of 

the Shenzhen Comprehensive plan 2010-2010 was  considered a significant innovaƟon in this area. 

There were three main stages of public parƟcipaƟon in the making of the Shenzhen Comprehensive Plan 

2010-2020, namely, the iniƟal informaƟon collecƟon stage; in-depth consultaƟon and a discussion stage 

and final public noƟficaƟon of outcomes.  
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During the iniƟal informaƟon collecƟon stage, the public are widely consulted through plaƞorms such as 

community and school events, consultaƟon with relevant industry representaƟves, focus group sampling 

invesƟgaƟons, and social media surveys. 

In the in-depth consultaƟon and discussion stage, public forums are held with relevant experts, industry 

groups, and the general public. Media such as TV and newspapers widely reported and promoted the 

events to encourage people to take part. There was also a series of public events with the topic ‘planning 

and the public’ that aimed to provide opportuniƟes for the public to understand and parƟcipate in the 

making of the plan. 

The final public noƟficaƟon of outcomes stage is the statutory public consultaƟon requirement that 

happens before the plan is sent for approval. NoƟficaƟon takes place on social communicaƟon media, TV 

channels, newspapers and websites.   

Public parƟcipaƟon in the making of the Shenzhen Comprehensive Plan  was widely recognised by the 

public. On the Shenzhen government website, it published the response profile to acknowledge the 

variety of parƟcipants and interest groups: 

“From 6 December 2005 to 12 January 2006, Shenzhen government received 87 wriƩen 

submissions, 75 telephone suggesƟons, 247 online submissions and 183 suggesƟons from public 

and industry forums, with a total of 592 suggesƟons and submissions. The people that are 

consulted are from the general public, relevant industry representaƟves, NGO groups, relevant 

agencies and experts.”  

This response rate represented a great improvement in public parƟcipaƟon in the plan-making process. 

Many public parƟcipaƟon methods and tools were used such as social-media plaƞorms, public 

noƟficaƟon in community and social events, public hearings and discussion forums, and quesƟonnaire 

surveys. Also, there was an address on the ‘whole parƟcipaƟon process’. Opinions from the public were 

collected as well as responses provided to the quesƟons and concerns raised by the public. This 

informaƟon was also publicly available on the government’s website. 

TheoreƟcally, public parƟcipaƟon in urban reconstrucƟon is closely related to urban governance. 

Governance is the administraƟon of collecƟve affairs, which involves complex interacƟons among the 

state, market and civil society. In the planned economy period in China, the power of land use planning 

and important planning decisions were mostly decided by the state government. Individuals tended to 

comply with the decisions made by the government who  was supposed to support  the needs for the 
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whole society (Yeh & Wu, 1999). However, there were indeed some preliminary forms of public 

parƟcipaƟon in government and decision-making. For example, the tradiƟonal concept of public 

parƟcipaƟon in China can be traced back to farmers’ parƟcipaƟon in the rural collecƟvisaƟon and 

commune programs in the 1950s (Cao et al., 2021).  

With the market-oriented economy reforms during the past few decades, planning processes have 

become gradually captured and implemented by local governments. Although the central government 

sƟll plays a crucial role in the formulaƟon and implementaƟon of urban redevelopment policies,  

cooperaƟve governance shared between the government, private developers and residents has been 

significantly promoted (L. Zhang, Hooimeijer, et al., 2019). In the past 30 years, China's urbanisaƟon has 

developed rapidly. During this period, the government and academia paid aƩenƟon to spaƟal planning 

as a prime consideraƟon when developments transferred from developed coastal areas in the east to 

less developed inland areas in the west. Chinese ciƟes, especially big ciƟes, are in urgent need of urban 

reconstrucƟon (S. Zhang et al., 2012). However, social conflicts in the process of reconstrucƟon pose a 

threat to social stability. 

The development of a market-oriented economy and growing internaƟonal aƩenƟon on democraƟc 

values have increased public awareness of their rights. AddiƟonally, the commodificaƟon of housing in 

China has further reinforced the importance of individuals' sense of safeguarding individual’s rights 

within the housing market (Chiu, 2001). TradiƟonal legislaƟon which addressed the autocraƟc control 

power of the government did not work effecƟvely anymore. The government had become part of the 

market as a player who could benefit from, or not be disadvantaged by, the market (Goldman, 2005). 

Therefore, the role of urban planning had also changed from the tradiƟonal master plan map for 

developments designed by the government, to more interacƟve and negoƟable processes that needed 

to meet demand from interested parƟes. More comprehensive legislaƟve and policy frameworks were 

required to ensure the efficiency of planning processes. 

On the other hand, the diversificaƟon of property and land ownership (for example, the use right of land 

is assigned from the state to individual ciƟzens and companies), led by the economic transformaƟon, 

meant that people were more significantly impacted economically by spaƟal decision-making outcomes. 

Some tended to benefit from planning decisions while others were possibly disadvantaged. Individuals 

are no longer saƟsfied with government-led decision-making processes and are seeking channels to 

express their desires (P. Zhao, 2015). As a result, to address the issues, public parƟcipaƟon has been 
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sƟpulated in naƟonal policies to alleviate these conflicts with the responsibility for implementaƟon 

delegated to local governments.  

The policy and pracƟce of public parƟcipaƟon in planning have just sprung up in China, but they are 

quickly understood and reflected in planning pracƟce. In the past three decades, the western oriented 

planning concept has played a decisive role in China's planning (Morrison & Xian, 2016). In addiƟon, 

China's conƟnuous social and economic transformaƟon has also provided ferƟle ground for the 

acceptance, inclusion and development of public parƟcipaƟon and cooperaƟve planning iniƟaƟves, 

reflecƟng the process of planning ideas from the English circle to the non-English world (Cao et al., 

2021). 

However, the public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces in China also faces mulƟple insƟtuƟonal challenges. As 

Morrison  and Xian (2016) noted, the incenƟve structure applied for evaluaƟng the performance of 

poliƟcal leaders prioriƟse economic targets (e.g. GDP growth) over social and environmental goals. This 

system promotes a criteria-driven approach to planning that emphase short-term economic efficiency at 

the expense of long-term sustainability. Furthermore, China’s highly centralised planning system over-

emphases a technical raƟonality model, which heavily rely on expert-led decision-making and ignore the 

impratnce of ciƟzen involvement in urban planning. 

4.4 Two case studies on community parƟcipaƟon: recent planning 

system changes in NSW and Shanghai 

4.4.1 NSW planning reform and key stages for public parƟcipaƟon (2011-2013)  

There is a tendency for planning reforms to take place in many Australian states to address similar 

iniƟaƟves promoƟng economic growth by increasing the confidence in investments. Reform agendas 

oŌen involve reducing ‘red’ and ‘green’ tape in the planning system and ‘streamlining’ decision-making 

processes. However, people with different interests and backgrounds have very different views on these 

agendas. Local communiƟes are concerned that these reforms oŌen imply less power and consultaƟon, 

however, developers are always arguing for more certainty for their investments by advocaƟng for less 

public parƟcipaƟon in decision-making processes. The planning reform in NSW was conceptualised 

during the state elecƟon campaign of the Liberal-CoaliƟon party promising to create a new planning 

system that is “returning planning powers to the community”, “delivering certainty about planning rules” 

and “removing poliƟcs out of planning decisions” (Griffith, 2015).  
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The reform started with an independent review in July 2011 led by the Hon Tim Moore and The Hon Ron 

Dyer. During the review process, the independent review panel conducted a series of public 

consultaƟons on what “should be the broad underpinning principles for new legislaƟon to replace the 

Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979”. Its purpose was to "conduct extensive consultaƟons 

with naƟonal stakeholder groups and communiƟes on maƩers to be considered in the development of 

the new planning system in the state" (Moore and Dyer, 2011). Figure 4 below outlines the main stages 

of the consultaƟon process involved. 

The independent review included two rounds of public consultaƟon. The first phase of public 

consultaƟon, Ɵtled Listening and Scoping, invited feedback on the broad principles for replacing the 

Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (NSW Government, 2011a). This phase included over 

100 community forums and meeƟngs, and received 326 submissions—201 of which came from interest 

groups (NSW Government, 2011b). Based on this input, the co-chairs released an Issues Paper, The Way 

Forward for NSW Planning (Moore and Dyer, 2011), outlining their views on planning reform and seeking 

further public feedback on 238 issues. This led to a second round of consultaƟon, culminaƟng in two 

volumes of a Review Paper published in July 2012, marking the conclusion of the independent review 

panel’s work (Moore and Dyer, 2012a; 2012b). 

Figure 4:White Paper ConsultaƟon Process (NSW Government, 2011) 
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In July 2012, the  NSW Government released the  A new planning system for New South Wales - Green 

Paper(2012), which was an independent review of the NSW planning system published in May 2012. It  

makes clear the direcƟon of planning reform, with a view to establishing a simple and strategy-based 

planning system based on four major reform agendas:  "effecƟve community parƟcipaƟon in strategic 

planning, transiƟon from planning pracƟce to evidence-based strategic planning, a simplified 

development assessment process, and integraƟon of infrastructure planning and land use strategic 

planning" (NSW government 2012a)  This triggered another public exhibiƟon, which lasted for two 

months and ended in mid-September 2012. The public exhibiƟon brought a new round of meeƟngs and 

wriƩen comments. More than 1,200 submissions were received from individuals, insƟtuƟons, local 

governments, NSW government agencies, business, industry, planning professionals and peak 

organisaƟons. In addiƟon, about 2,000 people provided feedback and reflecƟon through community and 

stakeholder seminars, pracƟƟoner forums and online discussions, all of which are outlined in the 

feedback report of the Green Paper (NSW government 2012b). 

 

Figure 5: White Paper (2013) submission analysis (NSW Government, 2011b) 
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The White Paper (2013), published in April 2013, details the final reform proposals put forward by the 

government (NSW government 2013a) and the implementaƟon of the reform through the revision of 

planning legislaƟon (NSW government 2013b). With the introducƟon of the White Paper (2013) and the 

Bill (2013), the fourth round of public consultaƟon was officially launched. 

The fourth round of public consultaƟon included more comprehensive parƟcipaƟon acƟviƟes such as 

stakeholder group meeƟngs, an online discussion forum, Have your say, and submissions. Strong 

objecƟons to proposals in the White Paper (2013) were raised by community and environmental groups 

on the potenƟal reducƟon of community power in the development assessment process. However, 

business stakeholders and developers mostly supported the proposals in the White Paper (2013).  

Four rounds of public parƟcipaƟon shaped the planning reform process during the period under review. 

Table 7 outlines the Ɵming and context of each round. The first two rounds were part of a 

comprehensive review of the planning system led by an independent panel appointed by the NSW 

Government. The third round focused on feedback for the Green Paper (2012), while the fourth centred 

on the White Paper (2013) and two associated Bills introduced in the same year. 

 

Table 7: Summary of the contexts of the four rounds of public consultaƟon 

 Time of 

consultation 

Objectives  Authorities 

First 

round 

Sep. 2011 –  

4 Nov. 2011 

Collecting opinions on the broad objectives for 

a new planning system for NSW 

Independent panel 

appointed by the 

NSW Government 

Second 

round 

6 Dec. 2011- 

2 Mar. 2012 

Collecting opinions on the Issues Paper Independent panel 

appointed by the 

NSW Government 

Third 

round 

14 Jul. 2012- 

14 Sep. 2012 

Collecting opinions on the Green Paper (2012) The NSW 

Government 

Fourth 

round 

16 Apr. 2013- 

28 Jun.2013 

Submissions on the White Paper (2013), 

Planning Bill 2013, and Planning 

Administration Bill 2013 

The NSW 

Government 
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Figure 6 below shows the total number of submissions (doƩed line) and the number of submissions from 

each category of interest group (the column figure)  along with the total number of submissions from 

interest groups in each round. It is evident from the graph that the number of wriƩen submissions from 

interest groups showed a steady increase throughout the enƟre process, signifying a growing public 

interest in the planning reform. Notably, submissions from community groups saw a significant rise 

during the Green Paper (2012) and White Paper (2013) consultaƟons. On the other hand, submissions 

from business groups, industry groups, and specialist groups generally remained relaƟvely constant 

across all four conducted rounds of consultaƟon, while other groups displayed greater fluctuaƟons in 

their submissions. 

 

Figure 6: Submission analysis by interest groups (Cui & Gurran, 2015)  

In response to mounƟng pressures from environmental and community groups, the government at the 

Ɵme decided to re-evaluate the Bills in October 2013. Several specific changes were made, including the 

removal of the key target that aimed for 80% of all development applicaƟons to be assessed by codes 

that are the applicaƟons assessed through fixed standards without discreƟonary determinaƟon. This 

provision would have allowed the Minister to amend strategic plans without a public exhibiƟon (NSW 

Government, 2013d). 
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Subsequently, in November 2013, the NSW Government submiƩed the Bills to the Parliament for 

approval. However, opposiƟon from three parƟes in the Upper House of the State Government, namely 

Labour, the Greens, and the Shooters and Fishers Party, resulted in 51 amendments to the legislaƟon. 

The amendments with the most notably the removal of nearly all provisions related to code-assessable 

development, were met with strong criƟcism from development and business groups. One such body, 

the Urban Taskforce, voiced its opposiƟon in an open leƩer, arguing that the changes would "significantly 

reduce [the Bill’s] effecƟveness and cannot be supported" (Urban Taskforce, 2013). 

Faced with a version of the Planning Bill 2013 that had been substanƟally weakened and encountered 

mounƟng resistance from various sectors, the State Government ulƟmately chose not to proceed with 

enacƟng the legislaƟon. Instead, it pursued incremental reforms through the exisƟng planning 

framework. AŌer more than two years of consultaƟon and negoƟaƟon, the Government's aƩempt to 

deliver a new planning system for New South Wales was abandoned. 

4.4.2 Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) and public parƟcipaƟon in the plan 

making process - key policy iniƟaƟves, processes, and outcomes   

In the statutory planning system in China, the role of the city comprehensive plan is to set up the 

strategic direcƟon for a city’s development, especially on how land use planning and spaƟal distribuƟon 

of funcƟons of a city can best respond to its economic development demand and its populaƟon, social-

economic status and geographical locaƟons of a city. Its content involves: the future development layout 

of urban and suburban areas, the distribuƟon of funcƟons, a  land use master plan, transportaƟon 

systems, the boundaries for prohibited development areas, restricted and suitable development areas , 

and  overall urban facility planning. Comprehensive plans should also strategically consider the 

development plan for a longer term (Urban and Rural Planning Act 2008, Clause 17).  

A city’s comprehensive plan is required to comply with the strategies and city funcƟons assigned by the 

territorial planning made by the State Ministry of Land and Resources. It is also the statutory basis for 

the detailed land use planning of a city. The Ɵmeframe for the plans is usually 20 years. Under the Urban 

and Rural Planning Act 2008, the comprehensive plans of municipaliƟes directly under the central 

government such as Shanghai are made by the municipal government and approved by the State Council 

of China.  

There are no detailed statutory requirements guiding the extent and implementaƟon of public 

parƟcipaƟon during a city’s comprehensive plan-making process. The only legislaƟve provision relevant is 
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in the Methods of Plan Making Process published by the Ministry of ConstrucƟon in China. Before a city’s 

comprehensive plan is sent for approval to the State Council of China, the relevant municipal 

government should effecƟvely seek widely for  public opinions. However, there has been a tendency in 

recent decades for the government to voluntarily increase the extent of public parƟcipaƟon during the 

making of a city’s comprehensive plan, especially for the more economically advanced ciƟes such as for 

the development  of the Shenzhen Comprehensive Plan 2035. 

To invesƟgate the objecƟves, operaƟonal process and effecƟveness of public parƟcipaƟon in the making 

of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040), the community parƟcipaƟon process was invesƟgated to 

discover the pracƟces employed during the period. The following stages were idenƟfied and analysed to 

see what level of parƟcipaƟon with local communiƟes the government allowed. 

4.4.2.1 Before the release of the making of Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040):  

The making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) had been on the  government’s agenda since 

2012, two years before the formal process commenced. In May 2014, the Sixth Shanghai Land Planning 

Working MeeƟng led by the Shanghai Municipal Government was held which formally announced the 

making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) and the proposed Ɵmeframe. The Shanghai Land 

Planning Working MeeƟng is a forum led by the state and Shanghai government regularly and includes 

parƟcipants from Shanghai’s Department of Planning and Natural Resources and other main plan-making 

authoriƟes. The meeƟng   determines the main direcƟons and iniƟaƟves of planning and the priority 

projects for Shanghai in the next three to five  years’ Ɵme. 

 addressed the concept of “Open the door to hear everyone in planning process” which address the 

importance of transparency and public parƟcipaƟon principle as the governmental iniƟaƟve for planning. 

In this way, the municipal government showed their poliƟcal willingness to set the process of public 

parƟcipaƟon in the making of Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) as a role model in planning pracƟces 

of China. 

Following the meeƟng, the Shanghai government adopted and published a document named The 

Guidance on the making of Shanghai’s comprehensive plan . The Guidance outlined the strategic 

direcƟon of Shanghai’s development, the spaƟal and populaƟon scale of the city and the principles of 

Shanghai’s spaƟal strategy, including aligning employment with the spaƟal distribuƟon of urban 

funcƟons, protecƟng the ecological environment and opƟmising the city’s transport system (Shanghai 

Government, 2014 Shanghai government website) To increase the general public’s awareness and 
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knowledge of the Guidance, a public brochure of the Guidance was published by the Shanghai 

government, which simplified and illustrated the strategies in graphs that were easier to understand 

(Figure 7).  

 

Figure 7: Public consultaƟon strategy in the making of SCP 204 (Shanghai government website) 

4.4.2.2 Public announcement and formal commencement of the making of Shanghai 2040:  

The announcement of the making of Shanghai 2040 was  government media news aŌer the meeƟng and 

consequently a Shanghai 2040 () website was established to publish updated informaƟon about the 

plan-making progress. . informaƟon was later incorporated into the website of the Shanghai Department 

of Planning and Natural Environment . On 6th May 2014, an introducƟon to the making of the new 

comprehensive plan was published on the Shanghai 2040 website for the general public In the arƟcle, it 

said that the making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) would enable wide public parƟcipaƟon 

and “trigger the whole of society parƟcipaƟon”.  

The public consultaƟon process for the preparaƟon of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) started 

in July 2014. There were  three main stages for public parƟcipaƟon planned by the Shanghai Planning 

Authority who was the plan-making administraƟve party.  

The first stage was the pre-consultaƟon stage that lasted for one and a half months. In this stage, there 

were media releases for  television news, newspapers, and news adverƟsing on the government website.  

Some key issues in the iniƟal thinking of what the plan would cover were also discussed.  
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Since July 2014, there has been  more intensive, wider public consultaƟon and forums that encouraged 

discussion with communiƟes on the making of Shanghai 2040 and the future of the environment of 

Shanghai in general. In this stage, various public consultaƟon methods were applied:  

 Firstly, a public consultaƟon commiƩee was established to represent opinions from a wide range 

of society. The commiƩee comprised  15 renowned people from the municipal people’s 

congress, the Chinese People’s PoliƟcal ConsultaƟve Conference, and other planning professional 

associaƟons. The main funcƟon of the commiƩee included monitoring and parƟcipaƟng in the 

making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan 2035 delegaƟng the general public’s interest and 

providing opinions on important maƩers  

 public noƟficaƟon was performed through tradiƟonal media such as newspapers and local TV 

channels and radio streams, and more recent technical media plaƞorms such as the soŌware of 

Wechat to adverƟse the key messages from the government.  

 In December, 2014, a city-wide quesƟonnaire-based survey named My ideal 2040 was held on 

the opinions and expectaƟons of the community for the future of Shanghai. The quesƟonnaire 

covered some ‘hot topics’ relaƟng to people’s daily life including transportaƟon, their living 

environment as well as their strategic vision on issues such as the compeƟƟveness of Shanghai. 

The survey was conducted using the online Wechat plaƞorm as well as randomly choosing 

parƟcipants on the street if parƟcipants were willing. A total of around 16,000 responses were 

received. 

 There was also a series of public events and panel discussions for the general public. For 

example, there was an event held by the Shanghai government to invite children to draw their 

community in the future.  One of the themes was called “I like to speak, I like to draw and I like 

to write for Shanghai 2040”. There were also many panel discussions and public talks relaƟng to 

the built environment of Shanghai. 
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Figure 8: Media campaign for SCP 2040 (Source: Shanghai government website) 

 

Figure 9: Public consultaƟon material (Source: Shanghai Government website) 

  

The making of Shanghai 2040 became a social and educaƟonal event for government to promote 

community engagement. The scope of discussion was  greatly expanded to include a more broad 

planning approach than just the plan-making.  Future environmental issues of the  city were a key 

theme . The Ɵmeframe for public parƟcipaƟon during the making of the plan lasted for more than two 

years. 

4.4.2.3 Public exhibiƟon of the draŌ SCP 2040 and government adopƟon 

Public exhibiƟon of the draŌ Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) lasted 30 days from 22 August to 21 

September 2016. The exhibiƟon  took place in the Shanghai Urban Planning ExhibiƟon Centre and also in 
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designated informaƟon centres in each district. The draŌ was also  exhibited online  on the Shanghai 

government and Planning Department websites, as well as on the Wechat social media plaƞorm. In Dec 

2017, the final Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040)  was approved and adopted by the State Council of 

China. 

The summary of public parƟcipaƟon is listed in Table 8. 

Table 8: Summary of public parƟcipaƟon in the making of SCP 2040 

Key stages of the making of Shanghai 

Comprehensive Plan (2040) 

Summary of Public Participation 

Setting of government agendas on the making of 

SCP 2040 

 No participation 

Publishment of guidance on Shanghai 

Comprehensive Plan February 2014 

 No participation during the making of 

The Guidance 

 Public version of The Guidance in March 

2015 

Announcement of the commencement of the 

making of SCP 2040 in May 2014 

 Public release on TV channels and social 

media 

 The establishment of ‘Consulting panel of 

citizens representatives’ in June 2014 

 Experts and stakeholder discussion 

forums 

 Commencement of questionnaire survey 

‘Shanghai 2040- the expectation survey 

of the public’ in July 2014 

The making of SCP 2040 Outline -Wide publicity 

and consultation, September 2014- August 2015 

 Publication of questionnaire survey result 

‘Shanghai 2040- the expectation survey 

of the public’ in December 2014 

 Experts and stakeholder discussion 

forums 

  
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The making of detailed content of SCP 2040 

September 2015- January 2017 

 Exhibition of draft SCP 2040 

 Invitation of suggestions on SCP themes 

Final adoption of SCP 2040 December 2017  Public version of SCP 2040 

(by author summarised from website) 

4.5 Summary 

Chapter 4 examines the development of legislaƟon, policies, and public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces within the 

planning systems of Australia and China. It traces key historical changes and significant milestones that 

have shaped the statutory regulaƟons on public engagement in planning in both naƟons. The analysis 

highlights how socio-economic factors and poliƟcal systems have influenced the unique approaches to 

public parƟcipaƟon in each country. The comparison of the main prioriƟes in the public parƟcipaƟon 

policies of both planning systems offers insights into how each has addressed the need for public 

involvement. 

The chapter also focuses on recent developments in NSW, and Shanghai. This examinaƟon of 

contemporary changes highlights how current legislaƟon and policies influence public parƟcipaƟon 

today. These recent trends serve as a backdrop for the upcoming case studies in the next two chapters. 

The findings from this chapter establish the groundwork for the empirical analysis in Chapters 5 and 6. 

Chapter 5 invesƟgates public parƟcipaƟon processes within the Australian planning system, while 

Chapter 6 focuses on the Chinese context. Both chapters draw on empirical data to explore how public 

parƟcipaƟon funcƟons in pracƟce.   
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Chapter 5 Survey in Australia 

5.1 IntroducƟon  

Chapter 5 examines the process of public parƟcipaƟon for the NSW planning reform from 2011 to 2013. 

It is based on the conceptual framework developed in Chapters 2 and 3. Two key research methods are 

used. The first one is a quesƟonnaire survey distributed to 300 individuals across three districts in Sydney 

with different socio-economic residenƟal backgrounds. It yielded 96 responses that offer valuable 

quanƟtaƟve data. The second method involved semi-structured interviews with 15 parƟcipants from the 

NSW Government, interest groups, and community members. The survey results and interviews together 

provide a detailed understanding of public parƟcipaƟon. 

The chapter begins by analysing survey data on community experiences, awareness, and saƟsfacƟon 

with the public parƟcipaƟon process for the NSW planning reform. It considers how past interacƟons 

with the planning system influenced people’s percepƟons. The discussion then examines stakeholders’ 

views on the objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon based on instrumental, bureaucraƟc, social, and legislaƟve 

values from the literature.  

The chapter then examines the operaƟonal process of public engagement. It assesses the design and 

effecƟveness of the consultaƟon tools. The discussion also covers the roles of community groups formed 

by acƟve ciƟzens and how they advocate for their views formally and informally. This analysis highlights 

the power dynamics in the reform process. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the key features 

of the three key stages of the public parƟcipaƟon process. 

5.2 QuesƟonnaire survey outcomes- reported saƟsfacƟon and previous 

experiences of public involvement opportuniƟes  

The following secƟon presents the outcomes of the quesƟonnaire survey with community members 

from Sydney. The response rate was 33.7% (101 out of 300). The survey explored perspecƟves from 

community members on public involvement opportuniƟes in the planning reform acƟviƟes and how 

their previous experiences with the planning system impacted their saƟsfacƟon, or otherwise, with the 

public involvement opportuniƟes provided. 
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5.2.1 Reported saƟsfacƟon by the general community on the public involvement 

opportuniƟes in the planning reform 

Most of the community were not aware of the planning reform agenda. Only 34% of the general public 

menƟoned they had heard of the planning reform proposed by the NSW government. 

 

Figure 10: Public’s awareness of the planning reform in Sydney 

There is an imbalance in the level of awareness between areas with different social-economic statuses. 

Figure 11 shows that residents from higher socio-economic suburbs such as Randwick and Lane Cove  

were generally more aware of the planning reform scheme. However, a factor causing the imbalance in 

awareness may have been the low rate of English-speaking residents  in ParramaƩa.  

 

Figure 11: Public’s awareness by suburbs in Sydney 

In different age groups, residents above 56 years old had the highest level of awareness of the planning 

reform (30%) compared to those under 25 years old who had the lowest level of awareness  (8%).  News, 

social media, local peƟƟons and community newsleƩers were the main sources of informaƟon about the 

planning reform 
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Figure 12: Public’s awareness by age in Sydney 

In terms of the level of influence of public involvement on decision-making, the majority of the 

community felt the public parƟcipaƟon is able to influences the outcomes of planning decisions. It is 

thought that there are more influences on local planning maƩers than regional or State planning 

maƩers. 56% of the parƟcipants in the survey felt public parƟcipaƟon has made very influenƟal or 

influenƟal influences on local planning maƩers comparing to 35% of parƟcipants have the similar 

influences of public parƟcipaƟon on regional or State planning maƩers.  

 

Figure 13:Level of influence by public involvement in planning in Sydney 

32% of the parƟcipants agreed that there are sufficient appeal rights in the current planning system 

while 68% of the parƟcipants disagreed or unsure that there are sufficient rights of appeal in the system. 

30%
18% 15% 8%0%

10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%

>56 years old 41-55 years old 26-40 years old <25 years old

Yes No

23%

3%

42%

32%

34%

61%

2% 4%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Influencial on local planing matters Influential on Regional and State planning
matters

Very influential Influential Uninfluential Not uninfluential



113 
 

 

Figure 14: Appropriate amount of appeal rights 

Figure 15 shows the level of saƟsfacƟon from the community members in the survey on the level of 

influence by six different stakeholder groups.  Most community members thought that the power 

distribuƟon between different stakeholder groups is appropriate. More than 30% of community 

members in the survey, however, thought developers and the state government have too much power 

and influence on the outcomes of planning decision-making. In comparison, community groups and 

property owners were thought to have the least impact (46% and 34% respecƟvely) on planning 

outcomes.  
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Figure 15: Power of influences by different stakeholder groups in Sydney 

The survey results indicate a general lack of awareness about the planning reform proposed by the NSW 

Government, with only a minority of the general public knowing about it. Among those aware of the 

reform, saƟsfacƟon with public involvement opportuniƟes was mixed. The majority believed public 

parƟcipaƟon influences planning decisions, parƟcularly at the local level, although there was less 

confidence in its impact at regional or state levels. AddiƟonally, many parƟcipants felt that the current 

system lacks sufficient appeal rights. The power distribuƟon among stakeholder groups  was skewed, 

with developers and the state government perceived to have excessive influence, while community 

groups and property owners were viewed as having minimal impact on planning decisions. 

5.2.2 Previous experience, knowledge and moƟvaƟon  for geƫng involved in 

planning maƩers 

Among the 101 parƟcipants from the three  suburbs of Sydney selected for this study, 81 (80%)  had  

never parƟcipated in any planning processes, whereas 20 (20%) had previous experiences of 

parƟcipaƟng in planning processes. The most frequent reasons given for  not parƟcipaƟng were:  “Do not 

have Ɵme”; “Not interested”; and “Hard to influence decisions”.  

 

Figure 16: Previous experience of involvement in planning 

As already menƟoned, older residents tended to have higher parƟcipaƟon rates than younger residents: 

30% of people aged 56 years old and above had experiences geƫng involved in planning maƩers 

previously; whereas only 18% of parƟcipants aged between 41 and 55 years old had parƟcipated in 

planning processes before. The remaining age groups had similar and low parƟcipaƟon rates (Figure 17).  
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Figure 17: Previous experience by age group 

Randwick had the highest parƟcipaƟon rate  of survey parƟcipants previously involved in planning 

processes with 25%. . Lane Cove had a slightly lower parƟcipaƟon rate of 22%. ParramaƩa had the 

lowest parƟcipaƟon rate, only 14% of the parƟcipants had been involved in planning decision-making 

processes. This indicated that areas with lower socio-economic profiles oŌen have a large proporƟon of 

overseas migrants who are oŌen not willing to parƟcipate in planning processes. Some parƟcipants in 

the survey expressed that, although there had been recent efforts by the government to publish 

consultaƟon documents in mulƟple languages, they sƟll felt the broader context of policies and 

legislaƟon were too complex to understand and were “somehow far from their daily life”. 

 

Figure 18: Previous experience of involvement in planning issues by suburb 
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Sixty-three percent  of the parƟcipants thought it important to include more public parƟcipaƟon in 

strategic plan-making processes. More people were interested in including more parƟcipaƟon on 

individual developments with 87% of the parƟcipants supporƟng more parƟcipaƟon in the development 

applicaƟon assessment stage. 

 

Figure 19: Planning stages for parƟcipaƟon 

From the survey, people with previous involvement in the planning system were more inclined to believe 

that public parƟcipaƟon would make influenƟal influences on planning outcomes compared to people 

without any previous experience in the planning system. 
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Figure 20: Understanding the level of influence 

Stakeholders’ interview comments on the objecƟves and operaƟon of public involvement in planning 

reform  

Interviews with various stakeholders revealed mulƟple objecƟves for public parƟcipaƟon in the planning 

reform. State government officials and agency staff highlighted the importance of obtaining genuine 

community feedback to inform the new planning system. They acknowledged that public parƟcipaƟon is 

a criƟcal method for facilitaƟng communicaƟon between the government and communiƟes, allowing the 

laƩer to influence decision-making processes. However, community members expressed scepƟcism, 

viewing public parƟcipaƟon as a means for the government to secure consent for decisions favouring 

developers. This divergence in perspecƟves underscores the complexiƟes and challenges in aligning the 

objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon with the expectaƟons of the community. 

MulƟple objecƟves have been idenƟfied from interviewing different stakeholder groups. State 

government staffs generally agreed that the priority aim for public parƟcipaƟon in the planning reform 

was to get genuine feedback from the community on the new planning system. One government 

employee stated: 

“There is a real objecƟve of geƫng genuine input from communiƟes on the planning reform so, 

we can respond to these issues and can get a beƩer document.” (State government officer 1) 

Interviewees believed that supporƟng genuine parƟcipaƟon is crucial because it has become an 

established process for communicaƟon between the government and communiƟes. One planner from a 

government agency stated that: 

“Public parƟcipaƟon is an accepted method for the government to seek communiƟes’ input into 

the planning policy-making processes. It is a core part of the planning act that you need to consult. 

It is set in stone in planning pracƟces. Also, there is an expectaƟon from the communiƟes that 

they are able to express their opinions and make influences on the planning outcomes through 

public parƟcipaƟon processes”. (State government officer 2) 

The interview with state government policy-makers showed that they trusted the genuine interest for 

parƟcipaƟon from the communiƟes and appreciated that input from the community is a valuable 

informaƟon source for policy-making. 
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“CommuniƟes are definitely interested and are keen to be involved…and we oŌen receive many  

submissions from mums and dads in communiƟes during the public exhibiƟon period of  

development applicaƟons or draŌ planning policies. I think many residents have considerable 

understanding of the system- they know what they want to do and how to achieve their goals.” 

(State government officer 3) 

In addiƟon, a key shiŌ in planning reform involves introducing a new public parƟcipaƟon model, 

emphasising engagement during the strategic planning stage. This marks a departure from the previous 

approach, where state governments predominantly made planning decisions. The reform aims to include 

community input early in the planning process, ensuring that strategic frameworks reflect public 

concerns and prioriƟes. Interviewees highlighted the significance of this change, noƟng that it will 

reshape how communiƟes engage with the planning system in the future, promoƟng a more 

collaboraƟve and inclusive planning environment. 

PoliƟcal objecƟves were idenƟfied as another important objecƟve of public parƟcipaƟon  by staff from 

state government departments and agencies. There was a feeling that the planning reform was an 

opportunity for the government to rebuild its relaƟonship with communiƟes. One planner from a 

government agency said in the interview that: 

“I think there was a lot of mistrust in the community with some of the government’s acƟons in 

the last few years. There's a lot of acƟon groups and others that are springing up because they 

don't feel like their voice is being heard. They feel like it's tokenisƟc consultaƟon that's being done. 

I think the issue we've got in New South Wales from the planning side is that there was not a lot 

done for a very long Ɵme, so all of a sudden, we need to catch up.” (State government officer 2) 

Indeed, the planning reform was one of the most significant commitments of the 2011 NSW state 

elecƟon with the public holding high expectaƟons for the outcome. Consequently, public consultaƟon 

and parƟcipaƟon had become essenƟal  for the government’s  promoƟon of openness and transparency 

in the planning reform process. The government’s aim was to increase the level of trust and confidence 

in the community that they  were able to develop and deliver a beƩer planning system. One government 

planner stated in the interview that: 

“There is a high expectaƟon for the planning reform to be something different (from previous 

planning pracƟces) … It is common for an important event like planning reform to have a high-

profile public parƟcipaƟon process.” (State government officer 5) 
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A ‘rebuild trust and relaƟonship’ intenƟon from the government was expected by the community as 

well. One community member also confirmed with this statement that: 

“The commitments made by the government for the planning reform, such as ‘returning planning 

power to communiƟes’ sounds promising and we would like to see how the government can 

address this in the new planning system and the process of building the new framework.” 

(Community group member 1) 

The educaƟonal purpose of planning reform was also menƟoned by many interviewees from  

government agencies.  The public parƟcipaƟon process provided the opportunity  to explain current 

planning issues to a wider audience and thus the reasons why  the government was presenƟng potenƟal 

soluƟons. 

“There is definitely an educaƟonal purpose for the public parƟcipaƟon process. We have made 

great efforts and developed plain English guidelines for communiƟes without planning 

backgrounds to understand how the new planning system would work and we held many 

workshops with them to respond to their quesƟons. We have conducted a significant media 

campaign to spread the message. I think it is important that we need to ensure the community 

understand the new system before they can support it. I think that's a really important point, 

because that sort of taking the Ɵme to educate, inform, I think then at least, yeah, even if they 

don't get what they want, they at least feel like someone's taken the Ɵme to explain. So, 

explaining the decision if they didn't get their way, taking the Ɵme to go back to them and explain 

to them why. I think it's giving them that courtesy and that respect, basically.” (State government 

officer 6) 

The same officer also menƟoned that the objecƟves of consensus building between the government and 

communiƟes also applied between stakeholders with different views. Although recognising that this 

objecƟve is difficult to achieve, the public parƟcipaƟon process should at least help: 

“We live in a democraƟc society and people should have that opportunity. You know, should be 

involved in a parƟcipatory way about how their city or area is growing. They should sit together 

to think about their future to come up with good ideas for us all. Not to be just about an individual 

saying, "You must do that. I want this… The importance of parƟcipaƟon is that we all, hopefully, 

will come up with a bigger decision by all the different ideas and input about what should happen. 

But it’s oŌen difficult to achieve a soluƟon to fit all.” (State government officer 3)  
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Answers to the quesƟon:  What was the most important objecƟve of public parƟcipaƟon in the planning 

reform? state government interviewees  felt that to receive genuine feedback from the community was 

the main objecƟve. 

“Our aim is to get the opinions from the wider communiƟes. It is not compromised by other 

reasons. We may be exposed to a range of conflicƟng ideas from different stakeholders or groups. 

It is good if some level of consensus can be achieved. But if not, we think it is important to collect 

and present  genuine ideas on the planning system from the community.” (State government 

officer 7) 

However, members from the community and community groups held a different view and did not agree 

that the proposed prioriƟsed objecƟve for public parƟcipaƟon in the planning reform was to get genuine 

feedback from the communiƟes. Rather, they felt public parƟcipaƟon was a tool for the government to 

get consent from the community on iniƟaƟves that were from and benefited developers.  

“Public parƟcipaƟon has now become a tool to facilitate the Government’s arguments which is 

now all about prioriƟsing economic growth. We are running with a liberal philosophy here. The 

conversaƟon is generally driven by developers in the planning reform process and then they came 

to the community and said we have consulted you”. (Community member 1) 

It was also felt by community members that the public sessions were more for informing them of 

decisions that had already been made rather than for seeking genuine inputs that represented the 

community’s interest in the first place. 

"To be frank, while there were numerous opportuniƟes for the public to 'parƟcipate', it oŌen felt 

like a formality rather than a genuine aƩempt to gather our input. The sessions were more about 

informing us of decisions already made rather than seeking our feedback on potenƟal decisions. 

It oŌen seemed like the interests of big developers were prioriƟsed. While I understand the 

importance of economic growth, it felt like the concerns of everyday residents were secondary." 

(Community member 2) 

There was a feeling in the community that there was a shiŌ of the objecƟve of public parƟcipaƟon at 

different stages of the NSW planning reform process Genuine community input was addressed at the 

beginning with the independent review of the planning reform process. However, it was considered a 

government strategy  to calm down the anger and distrust in the planning system.  
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“They paid a consultant for the planning system review (independent review) and I think they 

were quite good. I mean they have done a proper consult and included community views in their 

report.” (Community group member 3) 

As discussed above, there were long-term complaints of the planning system and cumulaƟve demand 

from the public to address their concerns. In response, the government provided a channel for 

communiƟes to express their concerns during the independent review stage. 

One of the members from a community group described the situaƟon at that Ɵme: 

‘There are so many frustraƟons and areas needing to be fixed in the planning system and we 

were all eager to aƩend public consultaƟons because we have a lot to say. I could see the good 

intenƟons and efforts at the beginning when all the opinions from the community were well 

considered and included in their review report.’ (Community group member 1) 

However, as the planning reform consultaƟon progressed, interviewees from community groups stated 

they could feel an evident shiŌ of the aim of the public parƟcipaƟon to more focus on promoƟng the 

interests of developers and aƩempƟng to use public consultaƟon as a means to support government 

decision-making.  

“The content of the Green Paper and the White Paper is dominated by the interest of developers, 

not the community. Although the government has conducted a huge media campaign praising 

itself on their wide public consultaƟon for the planning reform, the underlying objecƟve was to 

legiƟmate their problemaƟc proposal.” (Community group member 5)  

5.3 The operaƟonal process of public parƟcipaƟon for the NSW 

planning reform (2011-2013)  

5.3.1 The design of the parƟcipaƟon framework 

The design of the public parƟcipaƟon process in the planning reform followed “a similar rouƟne 

employed by the government for organising public parƟcipaƟon processes for new policies or legislaƟon 

changes” according to  a state government planner. Prior to the commencement of public consultaƟon, a 

draŌ communicaƟon plan was made to set the strategies and methods to be  used for public 

involvement and consultaƟon. The communicaƟon plan idenƟfied media campaign strategies, key public 

consultaƟon acƟviƟes, Ɵmeframes and main stakeholders. Then the draŌ communicaƟon plan was sent 
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to senior execuƟves in the planning department for feedback and approval. The planning department 

was then responsible for implemenƟng parƟcipaƟon and consultaƟon acƟviƟes  and for the analysis of 

feedback received from public consultaƟon. A report on the feedback from public consultaƟon was then 

prepared and submiƩed to senior execuƟves for consideraƟon. 

Planners  generally agreed this process was efficient and effecƟve and able to ensure the quality of 

public parƟcipaƟon as well as address the key objecƟves of the process. 

“With the relaƟvely standard process, we (the planning reform project team) are able to know 

what is expected for our work and the process also provides us a framework to follow. The process 

also ensures a consistent process and methods being used which are also familiar to the 

community.” (State government officer 3)  

However, one government agency planner  also admiƩed that the design of public parƟcipaƟon  limited 

responses to the issues and the parƟcular nature of policy context: 

“There are few incenƟves for planners or officers to innovaƟvely design a process according to 

the features and requirements  of the policy itself. Because of the linear process design, the 

pracƟces (of public parƟcipaƟon) that follow the plan cannot respond to the issues raised during 

the consultaƟon. For example, I think in the planning reform process, they went out for enormous 

consultaƟons and would listen to a lot of people on the issues of the  current and proposed 

planning system. This is oŌen within what they call  ‘a community parƟcipaƟon plan’. However, 

someƟmes I think you've got to go past the listening and actually talk about what could you do. 

I would like to focus on, all right, that's an issue, so what do we do about it? What do we change 

or what do we make in this project that would mean that it's not an issue anymore? I think the 

consultaƟon process for the planning reform focused a lot on just hearing about the negaƟve and 

not actually challenging or saying, "What should change and how can we deal with these issues 

beƩer?" Public parƟcipaƟon should not be a standard process that people use to just Ɵck the box 

for the policy-making procedure.” (State government officer 2) 

The design of public parƟcipaƟon for the planning reform followed a rouƟne commonly used for new 

policies or legislaƟve changes, involving a draŌ communicaƟon plan outlining strategies, methods, and 

key stakeholders. This plan was reviewed by senior execuƟves and implemented by the Department, 

which also analysed public feedback to inform legislaƟve modificaƟons. While planners found this 

standardised process efficient and effecƟve, ensuring consistency and familiarity, it was criƟcised for its 



123 
 

inflexibility and inability to address specific issues raised during consultaƟons. One planner noted that 

the linear design focused more on listening to concerns rather than engaging in problem-solving, 

emphasising the need for a more adapƟve approach to genuinely address community issues and 

improve policy outcomes. 

5.3.2 The selecƟon of parƟcipants and tools used for consultaƟon 

The consultaƟon approach was designed to ensure that the voices of various interest groups, ranging 

from local residents and community organisaƟons to developers and environmental advocates, were 

heard and considered. 

“We tried to consult people with different interests, not just developers, businesses or 

environment and community groups. We acƟvely approached people not commonly involved in 

consultaƟon - interest groups not necessarily represenƟng opinions from the community. We 

wanted to understand what  the opinions from the real community were.” (State government 

officer 6)  

However, community groups held different views about  the public parƟcipaƟon processes used for the 

planning reform. Some believed that the process was not conducted properly to obtain the community’s 

feedback:  

“ConsultaƟon processes are manipulated by the Government’s willingness to push for certain 

policy iniƟaƟves held by certain interest groups and not the wider community.” (Community 

member 5) 

Similar tools and methods were employed over the four rounds of public parƟcipaƟon  with some minor 

variaƟons. During the first two rounds of public parƟcipaƟon leading  up to the independent review, 

public submissions, community forums and stakeholder meeƟngs were the main tools used. 

During the third round of consultaƟon, public submissions were also invited in response to the  Green 

Paper (2012). During the draŌing of the White Paper (2013), a few reference groups were established, 

including separate ones for stakeholders and local government, to provide suggesƟons to the project 

team  from perspecƟves represenƟng different interests. A series of community forums and focus group 

meeƟngs were also held to gather opinions from the wider community. 

For the final round of consultaƟon on the White Paper (2013) and the draŌ Bills,  public submissions, 

including a live online tool which was easy for users to record  comments  on for parƟcular secƟons of 
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the document, were used. The White Paper (2013) consultaƟon involved some new methods that 

reflected the development of new technology. For example, a communicaƟon tool called the White 

Paper MeeƟngs Tool Kit allowed people in the community to iniƟate and hold public discussions  rather 

than having to rely on the Department to lead and organise events. Also, there was a wide media 

campaign including adverƟsements on social media plaƞorms such as  YouTube and Facebook. Like the 

other three rounds of consultaƟon, many community forums and stakeholder meeƟngs were held during 

that Ɵme. 

 

Figure 21: White Paper (2013) engagement acƟviƟes (NSW government, 2011) 

The innovaƟve tools used by the planning reform program such as the randomised survey and 

deliberaƟve panel in the White Paper (2013) consultaƟon stage, aimed to get feedback from the wider 

community and received posiƟve feedback from government staff. 

“We designed the deliberaƟve panel to comprise members from the community. We paid the 

panel for the consultaƟon sessions to achieve  staƟsƟcally relevant representaƟon of community 
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views, not just hearing from community groups. We got a lot of in-depth informaƟon from the 

consultaƟon sessions so this method was successful.” (State government officer 1) 

 

Table 9 lists the methods used in different rounds of public parƟcipaƟon, along with the descripƟon and 

extent of parƟcipaƟon/communicaƟon. 
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Table 9: Summary of consultaƟon methods and analysis methods 

Planning reform stage Methods DescripƟon Scope 

Independent review- 

listening and scoping 

Community Forums 

The forums were open to anyone who would like to 

tell the Review Panel what they thought should be 

the broad objecƟves for a new planning system 

88 forums across whole NSW 

Stakeholder MeeƟngs 
MeeƟng with key stakeholder groups and individuals 

to gather their ideas on the new planning system 
45 meeƟngs 

Independent review- 

feedback on issues paper 
Submissions 

Submissions made through email, snail mail and 

online plaƞorms 
Over 900 submissions received 

Green paper (2012) and 

the draŌ  White Paper 

(2013) 

Submissions 
Submissions made through email, snail mail and 

online plaƞorms 
1,220 submissions received  

Discussion and 

ConsultaƟon Sessions 

Sessions with short presentaƟons followed by 

quesƟon and answers targeted at different 

stakeholder groups 

22 pracƟƟoner and community 

consultaƟon sessions were held 

in 10 locaƟons across NSW  

Online Discussion 

Forum 

An online discussion forum addressing 24 quesƟons 

around 5 policy reform areas 
218 comments received 

White Paper (2013) 

Workshop 

Stakeholder workshop to discuss opƟons for policy 

soluƟons to include in the White Paper (2013). 

One workshop aƩended by over 

370 stakeholders 
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ConsultaƟon on White 

Paper (2013) and draŌ Bill 

(2013); and the 

amendments 

Submissions 
Submissions made through email, snail mail and 

online plaƞorms 
Over 4,500 submissions 

Various stakeholder 

Discussion Sessions  

Sessions with short presentaƟons followed by 

quesƟons and answers targeted at different 

stakeholder groups (Community, PracƟƟoner, 

Building Professionals, CerƟfiers, Independent 

Stakeholder Groups) 

50 sessions aƩended by over 

1,600 people 

Community 

Telephone Survey 

A representaƟve survey of people across all parts of 

NSW 
2,700 people randomly selected 

DeliberaƟve Panels 

Randomly selected parƟcipants, represenƟng NSW, 

discussed the key themes in the White Paper (2013) 

over two days each session 

38 parƟcipants for 2 sessions- 

one in Orange and one in Penrith 
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Again, there were a variety  of views on  levels of saƟsfacƟon with the operaƟon of public consultaƟons 

on the planning reform. It was felt by staff from the Department that great improvement had been 

achieved in the public consultaƟon process, in parƟcular, the level of transparency, the extent of 

representaƟon of the wider community and the depth of consultaƟon. 

“We did put great efforts into the processes of public parƟcipaƟon  to get genuine community 

input on the reform process. For example, we published all the submissions of the Independent 

Review, Green Paper and White Paper on the website. It was very common pracƟce before the 

planning reform. We would like to make all the opinions visible so they will know where the 

iniƟaƟves (from the Green and White Paper) come from.”(State government officer 1) 

 There was generally posiƟve feedback on the community forums and stakeholder meeƟngs during the 

first round of the consultaƟon that formed the independent review. For example, one member from a 

community group said:  

“The government started off on reasonably good fooƟng by geƫng a labour and a liberal party 

person to go around and talk to the wider communiƟes about planning and how you might 

change the planning law. The community forums were conducted in an encouraging way that 

promoted opportuniƟes for ideas and issues to be raised and heard. I can feel the good intenƟon 

of the review.”(Community group member 6) 

However, this saƟsfacƟon from community groups in the iniƟal stage of the reform completely 

disappeared in the later stage of the Green Paper (2012) and White Paper (2013) consultaƟon processes. 

There was a strong feeling that the Government was trying to weaken and cover the objecƟon voices 

and conversaƟon was dominated by parƟcular group whose opinions were in accordance with the 

government’s Green Paper (2012) and White Paper (2013) direcƟon.  

One member from the community  showed strong dissaƟsfacƟon with the performance of a stakeholder 

meeƟng during the White Paper (2013) consultaƟon stage: 

“In these meeƟngs, you have this again, community trying to have a voice in terms of "these are 

the things that we think are important," and government basically trying to prosecute a posiƟon. 

There’re some quite classic ones. One of the ones that it's worthwhile looking at, which was a bit 

of a flash point at the Ɵme, was the discussion about  ecologically sustainable development (ESD). 

Every Ɵme you would ask about ESD in the meeƟng, which we saw as a pivotal issue, the 

government would basically say, "oh, we're just trying to broaden this. We're trying to bring in 
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the social aspect" but at no point did the government respond to our quesƟons directly and they 

(policies on ESD) were prepared publicly.” (Community group member 2) 

The perspecƟves on the operaƟon of public involvement varied considerably between policy-makers and 

the broader community. Policy-makers held a largely posiƟve view of the process, believing that they had 

made significant strides in ensuring that the reform was fair, transparent, and genuine in its approach to 

public involvement. They appreciated the value of the procedures of reviewing public submissions and 

holding public consultaƟon sessions. AddiƟonally, they felt that their efforts to conduct deliberaƟve 

panels were a successful mechanism, promoƟng genuine feedback from the community and fostering a 

sense of collaboraƟve conversion. 

On the other hand, the community's percepƟon strongly contrasted with that of the policy-makers. 

Many community members felt that the operaƟonal process of public consultaƟon was not as 

transparent as was announced. They suspected that the consultaƟons were manipulated and heavily 

influenced by developers, whose primary objecƟve was to maximise financial gains. This percepƟon was 

further triggered by the belief that the reform's agendas were skewed in favour of developers. 

 

5.3.3 BoƩom-up informal power of interest groups that influenced the direcƟon 

of the planning reform  

 

Various interest groups represenƟng the community, environment, planning professions, businesses and 

developers acƟvely parƟcipated in the planning reform processes. Interest groups had become 

influenƟal factors in shaping the NSW system and pracƟces in varying ways . It is interesƟng to explore 

how interest groups used different strategies, acƟvely advocated in the formal public parƟcipaƟon 

processes  or spontaneously carried out acƟviƟes by themselves. 

Table 10 summarises the main suggesƟons from businesses and developer groups during the 

independent review public submission process.  These interest groups advocated for a planning system 

that emphasised economic development by streamlining development approval processes through code 

assessable developments as well as the using planning panels and commissions to assess major 

developments, thus simplifying the approval consent process. They also wanted to shiŌ public 
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parƟcipaƟon into strategic planning processes to reduce the risks of community objecƟons during the 

development assessment stage being ignored.  

Increasing the use of code assessable development, which allows certain standard developments to be 

approved without local discreƟonary determinaƟon, is a posiƟon advocated by developer and business 

groups. Further, as the codes are determined by state government, proposals to extend this form of 

development assessment also has the effect of limiƟng local involvement in strategic rule seƫng. At the 

same Ɵme, submissions by industry groups emphasised the merits of shiŌing community consultaƟon to 

the strategic plan-making stage through greater emphasis on formal and informal involvement 

opportuniƟes (Urban Taskforce, 2012; NSW Business Chamber, 2011) 

Table 10: Summary of submissions by pro-development interest groups - Source: outcomes (Cui & 

Gurran, 2015) 

Topic Stakeholder(s) Key Points 

Objectives of the 

New Act 

PCA, NSWBC Objectives should be balanced; ESD should not be given 

more weight than other objectives. 

UDIA Greater emphasis on economic viability is needed. 

PIA Objectives should be measurable and linked to legislated 

instruments. 

PIA The Act should promote integrated planning, balancing 

ecological, economic, and social sustainability, and 

encourage community engagement. 

Plan-Making 

Processes 

UDIA, NSWBC Public consultation should occur early in strategic planning. 

NSWBC Strategic plans should be statutory instruments; local plans 

must align with metropolitan/regional strategies. 

PIA, AIA Public engagement is fundamental to strategic plan-making. 

Development 

Assessment Process 

PCA, UDIA, 

NSWBC 

Support for independent panels (JRPP, PAC) in development 

assessment. 

UDIA Expand the use of code-assessable ‘complying’ 

development. 
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NSWBC The Minister for Planning (or delegate) should retain 

authority over state significant development and 

infrastructure. 

 

Table 11 idenƟfies the key posiƟons from community and environmental groups to the planning reform. 

Opposite to the views of business and developer groups who supported a faster and more streamlined 

planning system, community and environmental groups support far more emphasis on ecologically 

sustainable development as an objecƟve of the Act and more public parƟcipaƟon and scruƟny for 

planning policy-making and approval processes. Community and environmental groups opposed the use 

of planning panels and private cerƟfiers in development assessment. 

OpportuniƟes for public parƟcipaƟon in the new system had been stated as a main concern for 

community and environment groups since the very beginning stage of the planning reform. During  

consultaƟon in the independent review, community groups generally expressed the need for more 

genuine influence on planning decision-making by the community. They sought more genuine public 

parƟcipaƟon and opposed the use of Joint Regional Planning Panels which aimed to centralise 

assessment decisions for developments at regional significant level and remove the powers of 

councillors who were elected by the residents (Save Our Suburbs, 2012). 

Table 11: Summary of submissions by community groups (Source: NSW State government website) 

Topic Stakeholder(s) Key Points 

Objectives of the 

New Act 

NCOSS Support for retaining the objectives in the current 

Act. 

EDO Ecologically Sustainable Development (ESD) should 

be the overarching objective. 

Plan-Making 

Processes 

SOS, NCOSS The creation of State Environmental Planning 

Policies (SEPPs) and Ministerial directives should be 

subject to public or representative scrutiny. 

NCOSS Ministers and councillors should be actively involved 

in the planning and policy-making stages. 
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Development 

Assessment 

Process 

Federation of 

Willoughby Progress 

Associations 

Opposition to Joint Regional Planning Panels (JRPP), 

private certification, and uniform code-assessable 

development across all council areas. 

NCOSS Ministers and councillors should have a reduced role 

in development assessment. 

EDO The credibility and role of Environmental Impact 

Assessment (EIA) should be strengthened. 

 

For the campaign strategies of interest groups, developer and business groups tended to be well 

prepared in the iniƟal stages to get their specific demands for the new planning system well-arƟculated . 

They had clear ideas on what they wanted to achieve for the new system. They raised specific policy 

outcomes such as shiŌing public parƟcipaƟon from development assessment into strategic planning. 

In comparison, community and environmental groups tended to lack a specific focus of how they would 

like to shape the future planning system, especially at the iniƟal stage of the planning reform. In the 

iniƟal independent review submissions, they only talked generally on topics such as increasing the role of 

ESD and objecƟng to the use of planning panels in development assessment.  

In July 2012, the NSW Government released a Green Paper (2012) seƫng out broad proposals for 

planning reform. It proposed a new planning system organised around four fundamental principles 

including: more effecƟve community parƟcipaƟon; more ‘strategic’ oriented planning; more 

‘streamlined’ approvals; and new approaches to infrastructure delivery.  Encompassing these four 

themes was a reformed “delivery culture” for “an increased focus on delivery and the creaƟon of a more 

facilitaƟve planning culture” (NSW Government, 2012a). 

The proposals in the Green Paper (2012) seemed to be a response to suggesƟons benefiƟng industrial 

and commercial groups. The city task force therefore stated in their submission to the Green Paper 

(2012) that: 

"It is encouraging to see that the Green Paper confirms every important concern we have in the 

current bill" (Australian City Task Force, 2012).  

The Green Paper (2012) proposal raised concerns for community and environmental groups, as one 

member of a community group stated: 
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“The Green Paper came out and basically pushed an agenda which was being promoted by 

developers and to some extent planning interests. It was unrecognisable from the iniƟal report 

(Issues Paper) that had been produced when they had sent their people around to talk to the 

community. Suddenly you had an indicaƟon of the direcƟon the government wanted to go in and 

it was very different from what both wanted to come out of this listening report and what the 

experience was of the community.” (Community group member 3) 

As a result, community and environmental groups quickly mobilised to oppose the proposals outlined in 

the Green Paper (2012). The number of submissions from these groups rose significantly—from 92 

during the first round of the independent review to 220 during the Green Paper consultaƟon. This 

increase reflected growing efforts by these sectors to raise public awareness and advocate against the 

proposed changes to the planning system. It also marked a notable surge in community-led advocacy 

challenging the direcƟon of the reforms. 

In parƟcular, the formaƟon of the BeƩer Planning Network (BPN) emerged as a grassroots coaliƟon of 

over 400 community groups from across New South Wales. They claimed their primary objecƟve was to 

ensure that community voices were adequately represented. They criƟcised the reform for its lack of  

transparency, equality, and sustainability. The network was parƟcularly concerned about the perceived 

prioriƟsaƟon of developer interests over community well-being. By uniƟng diverse groups under a 

common banner, the BPN believed they played a pivotal role in advocaƟng for a more inclusive and 

community-centric approach to planning in NSW, challenging aspects of the reform they believed were 

detrimental to the broader public interest. Their efforts highlighted the aƩempt of collecƟve acƟon to 

influence policy direcƟon and ensure that community perspecƟves were not sidelined in the decision-

making process. One organiser from the BeƩer Planning Network explained how the group was 

established: 

“There was a round of quasi-consultaƟon which I went to, it was just a very brief overview of the 

Green Paper. InteresƟngly enough, one name of a big developer in Sydney (name removed) and 

the Urban Taskforce from the developers’ lobby was in the room. I was at a table where a woman 

from the community was at the table. We all knew about the planning and were worried about 

this whole thing being rolled out with very liƩle public consultaƟon. She said to me halfway 

through the briefing when we realised that it was a waste of Ɵme, we weren't geƫng our voices 

heard. She said she ran into somebody from Lane Cove who was also thinking to put a group 



134 
 

together in response to the Green Paper. So, I joined the group and we started working on 

building the plaƞorm and the network.” (Community group member 3) 

 

Figure 22: Community campaign against planning reform (BPN website) 

The BPN quickly gathered significant aƩenƟon from the public through organising community forums, 

conducƟng peƟƟons, running a series of protest acƟviƟes and sending reports to the government on 

planning reform. Aligned community groups, who claimed to be  ‘grassroot’, were  actually combined 

with solely spontaneous community members as well as poliƟcal forces who opposed the government 

proposals. As one community group member indicated: 

“I realised later that some of our signed members of community groups are paid by the Greens 

and Labor Party, but we (the chair commiƩee) are not, which makes us quite different from those 

organisaƟons. We also have the support and help from, for example, the Greens, but we didn’t 

receive payment from them. We can actually get up and talk, as far as I'm concerned 

uncompromised.” (Community group member 2) 

The acƟviƟes of community and environmental groups had made a great impact. The then government 

withdrew the amendment bill in October 2013. The amendments were generally considered as an 

aƩempt to win the support of local councils and community groups, for example, abolishing the idea 

that development applicaƟons should be a major goal of ‘code evaluability’, that is, there would be no 

discreƟonary decision.  

From the interviews  with community group representaƟves many of their members had related 

backgrounds in planning, architecture, environment or legal experƟse. They had the in-depth knowledge 
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and pracƟcal experience to understand the implicaƟons of the proposed policy changes. In addiƟon, they 

tended to be capable of using various mechanisms to advocate for their opinions. For example, a 

planning and environment-based community group named the BeƩer Planning Network (BPN), 

introduced previously, had their own website and social media page and dedicated people to manage 

their online campaign acƟviƟes. They also had regular key members discussion forums where they 

shared and exchanged informaƟon on the progress of policy development. The members of the 

community and environmental groups oŌen showed strong commitment and passion on planning and 

local issues. They dedicated significant Ɵme and effort to influence policy outcomes, showcasing their 

dedicaƟon to drive meaningful change. One of the organisers from a community group gave a review of 

how the group grew from one couple to more than 300 members which in their view had made 

‘important impact’ on many policy outcomes. 

“Back in 2002 and 2003, there was a government exhibiƟon on the proposed locaƟons of human 

services in our areas…. What was happening was that people were being played...My wife and I 

started to put together an e-mail list that basically let people know what was happening in the 

area. Gradually, we had informaƟon fed to us from people in non-government organisaƟons, 

human services organisaƟons and wherever else we could get that informaƟon to let people 

know what was happening and to try to bring a level of transparency…… We were recently well-

organised to be able to enter in the discussions with government and put pressure on government 

in the process. We had a series of meeƟngs with the Minister, facilitated a meeƟng with the 

Aboriginal community and we could meet with the minister and met with the opposiƟon in the 

cross benches and managed to get some reasonable significant changes to the legislaƟon that 

was proposed.”(Community group member 1) 

Interviews with state and local government planners  confirmed the important role that community 

groups played during the consultaƟon process of the reform. However, they perceived that community 

groups were frequently criƟcal and negaƟve towards the proposed reform.  

“We hold key stakeholder groups meeƟngs on the important policy iniƟaƟves and community 

groups are definitely one of them…. I think they (community groups) tended to focus on negaƟve 

influences of the proposed policies or projects and they like to criƟcise. However, I think they do 

not necessarily represent the views of the wider general public.”(State government officer 3) 
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In response to the growing influence of environmental and community groups, developers and business 

groups recognised the need to consolidate their efforts and present a united front. AdopƟng a strategy 

mirroring that of the BPN, these pro-development groups established the Planning Reform Alliance 

(PRA). This alliance was a coaliƟon of various developers, industry stakeholders, and business groups. 

They came together with a shared objecƟve of advocaƟng for planning reforms that they believed would 

work for their benefits. The PRA launched an extensive media campaign with many strategies to amplify 

their voices. They uƟlised various media plaƞorms including print and broadcast, digital and social 

media, to publicly voice their strong support for the Bill (2013). The PRA framed their arguments around 

the necessity for streamlining development processes and potenƟal economic benefits. Furthermore, 

they organised a series of adverƟsements and public statements that aimed at building public support 

for the reform. PRA directly appealed to the State Parliament and called for swiŌ acƟon to pass the 

reform. 

The revised Bill (2013), despite aƩempts to address concerns, sƟll failed to gain support from community 

groups. These community groups believed that the revised proposals sƟll did not adequately represent 

or safeguard community interests. A prominent member from one community group highlighted a 

deeper issue: a widespread lack of trust within the broader community towards the planning reform 

process: 

“We decided to run a ‘No’ campaign. The reason was because the legislaƟon was felt from a 

community perspecƟve, it wasn't going to work. We don’t trust the government to work out a 

soluƟon. Rather than taking bits and pieces out of it, they thought ‘stop it’ was a much easier 

thing. There was a kind of mentality that you don't negoƟate, but you just stop. I'm not going to 

go into whether that's the right or wrong thing to do.” (Community group member 2) 

This mistrust, coupled with limited resources to sustain what could potenƟally become a protracted 

campaign, posed significant challenges. Given these constraints and the uphill baƩle they foresaw in 

negoƟaƟng a legislaƟve outcome that truly reflected community desires, there was a growing senƟment 

among these groups to halt the planning reform in its tracks. Instead of pushing for further revisions, 

they decided to advocate for a compleƟon of the reform, believing that this might be a more effecƟve 

and achievable strategy to protect community interests. 

The proposed Bill (2013) was under intense scruƟny during the parliamentary debate in November 2013. 

It was blamed for giving ‘great discreƟon’ to state government that undermined local communiƟes' 



137 
 

rights and silenced their voices in local councils. Shoebridge’s 2014 report highlighted this concern and 

argued that the Bill (2013) prioriƟsed centralised power and discreƟon, which denied local communiƟes’ 

fundamental rights to parƟcipaƟon in decision-making processes (Shoebridge, 2014, p. 7). The efforts of 

the BPN gained recogniƟon, with Parliamentary discussions ciƟng BPN's arguments as evidence of the 

community's strong opposiƟon to the Bill (2013). For example, a Greens Party member, Jan Balham 

(NSW Parliament 2013) said: 

“I oppose the Planning Bill 2013....The BeƩer Planning Network has undertaken extensive 

consultaƟons and informaƟon sessions and used its website, TwiƩer and other modern 

disseminaƟon tools. People will be shocked when they have a true understanding of how these 

bills will affect their lives.” 

The planning reform in NSW revealed deep tensions between economic prioriƟes and community 

interests. Developers and business groups aimed to simplify regulatory processes to drive economic 

growth and reduce delays in development processes. However, community and environmental groups 

emphasised the need for sustainable pracƟces and greater accountability for public concerns. These 

groups called for reforms that balanced growth with long-term social and environmental goals. 

Such compeƟng prioriƟes led to diverse advocacy efforts. Developers relied heavily on established 

networks and formal lobbying to influence decision-makers. Meanwhile, community and environmental 

groups, who were dissaƟsfied with the Green Paper (2012)  proposals, organised both formal and 

informal acƟviƟes. These groups took part in government-led public consultaƟons to voice their 

concerns. They also organised grassroots campaigns, held public forums, and used social media plaƞorm 

to spread their message widely. These acƟve community groups recognised the importance of 

collaboraƟon in strengthening their influence and formed coaliƟons like the BPN to maximise their 

collecƟve impact. 

The involvement of the opposiƟon party further increased the posiƟon of community and environmental 

advocates. This alliance provided addiƟonal support and created poliƟcal pressure on the government to 

revise its reform proposals. This partnership also enabled community voices to gain greater influence 

within the broader reform discussion. 

UlƟmately, the reform process demonstrated the complexity of how varying prioriƟes and collaboraƟve 

strategies shaped policy outcomes in NSW. This diversity revealed the intense conflicts that planning 

processes must address to accommodate a range of public interests. The challenge lies in finding 



138 
 

mechanisms that not only reflect the values of different communiƟes but also effecƟvely resolve the 

tensions raised in the process. 

5.4 Real influences or not? How the opinions received were reflected in 

the outcomes of the planning reform 

This secƟon discusses stakeholders’ opinions, and to what extent the opinions and suggesƟons received 

in the parƟcipaƟon and consultaƟons for the NSW planning reform were included in the proposals. The 

real influences of public parƟcipaƟon policy outcomes for stakeholders are analysed and assessed in this 

secƟon. 

The publicity of planning reform is an important objecƟve for the public parƟcipaƟon that aim to inform 

and educate the general public on the basic concept and proposals of planning reform.  

The instrumental purposes of public parƟcipaƟon in the planning reform aimed to gather opinions and 

informaƟon from different stakeholders and the general public to influence the outcomes of policy 

seƫngs of the planning reform in NSW. Departmental staff interviews indicated generally posiƟve 

feedback for the outcomes of the planning reform in reflecƟng the ideas from the community. 

“I think the public parƟcipaƟon in the planning reform was successful in achieving its goal of 

incorporaƟng genuine input from the community in the reform. It is a difficult process. We 

received a huge amount of informaƟon from public parƟcipaƟon processes, submissions, 

community meeƟngs, deliberaƟve panel sessions, for example. The team put a great effort in 

classifying the informaƟon, coding and finally incorporaƟng these opinions into the final 

documents.”(State government officer 4) 

Analysis was done to extract key arguments and suggesƟons by stakeholder groups in the submissions to 

idenƟfy to what extent the Green Paper (2012)  had set the proposed direcƟon of change for the 

planning system and had have accommodated suggesƟons from public consultaƟon processes.  

As indicated in Table 12 , of the 19 proposed main changes in the Green Paper (2012), seven of the 

changes directly reflected the recommendaƟons by different interest groups in the consultaƟon process. 

Five of the Green Paper (2012)   recommendaƟons reflected opinions from developers and business 

groups, one recommendaƟon was from community and environmental groups, and one was from local 

government groups. There was an evident link between the suggesƟons raised in the public 

consultaƟons during the independent review and the Green Paper (2012)  .  
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Table 12: Planning reform themes and impacƟng interests 

Theme Strategies Interest groups  

Community 

ParƟcipaƟon 

Public ParƟcipaƟon Charter to require the appropriate level of community parƟcipaƟon in plan- 

making and development assessment 
-  

Strategic community parƟcipaƟon to enable effecƟve and early community parƟcipaƟon 
Developer and business 

groups 

Transparency in decision-making to increase public access to the evidence base for decisions 
Community and 

Environmental groups 

InformaƟon technology and e–planning to simplify and improve community access to planning 

informaƟon and processes 
-  

 Strategic 

Focus  

NSW Planning Policies replace SEPPs and SecƟon 117 DirecƟons and provide pracƟcal high-level 

direcƟon 
-  

Regional Growth Plans to align strategic planning with infrastructure delivery -  

Subregional Delivery Plans that affect immediate changes to zones, are based on evidence in 

Sectoral Strategies and linked to Growth Infrastructure Plans 
-  

Local Land Use Plans with strategic context and performance-based development guidelines -  

New Zones to capture investment opportuniƟes and preserve local character -  
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Faster and 

less 

complicated 

Development 

Approval as 

issues are 

resolved 

strategically 

DepoliƟcised decision-making with development decisions streamed to independent experts 
Developer and business 

groups 

Strategic compliance to allow development that complies with strategic planning to proceed 
Developer and business 

groups 

Streamlined state significant assessment to deliver major projects sooner 
Developer and business 

groups 

Smarter and Ɵmely merit assessment with requirements matching the level of risk -  

Increasing code assessment to reduce transacƟon costs and speed up approvals for complying 

development 

Developer and business 

groups 

Extended reviews and appeals to increase the accountability of decision-makers -  

Provision of 

Infrastructure 

Contestable infrastructure to enable greater private sector parƟcipaƟon -  

Growth Infrastructure Plans to link strategic plans with infrastructure provision Local Government 

Affordable infrastructure contribuƟons to provide a fairer and simpler system to support growth -  

Public Priority Infrastructure to streamline assessment for major infrastructure delivery -  
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There was generally posiƟve feedback from the community on the outcomes of the Issues Paper 

prepared aŌer the independent review. One community group member commented: 

“The start of the planning reform was reasonably good… I can feel they are willing to listen 

to us so the consultaƟon was effecƟve They (the independent review panel) produced a very 

good report that looked at what the issues were and reflected the opinions raised from public 

consultaƟon.”(Community group member2) 

However, the main issue raised was the uneven selecƟon of suggesƟons by different interest groups. 

Most items for change in the Green Paper  (2012)  tended to reflect the suggesƟons of developer and 

business groups. This led to dissaƟsfacƟon of community and environmental groups with the Green 

Paper  (2012). One community group member said that: 

“The problem was that our interests (community) were not reflected back into the Green 

Paper and the White Paper. The Green Paper came out and basically pushed an agenda which 

was being promoted by a developer and to some extent planning interests. It was 

unrecognisable from the iniƟal report that had been produced when they had sent their 

people around to talk to the community.” (Community group member5) 

The Green Paper  (2012) tended to use vague expression, perhaps with the hope that the tensions of 

conflicƟng views from different interest groups could be soŌened and minimised. For example, the 

objecƟve of the proposed Act on page 3 of the Green Paper (2012)  addressed economic 

development as the priority objecƟve that would support developer and business interest groups’ 

suggesƟons: “The objecƟves of the Act will emphasise in parƟcular the role of planning in facilitaƟng 

and managing growth and economic development.” However, on page 17, the Green Paper (2012)  

emphasised  sustainable development as the main objecƟve which supported the posiƟon of 

community and environmental interest groups:  “The achievement of sustainable development will 

remain the main objecƟve of the Act.” 

Another example was proposed changes to the public parƟcipaƟon requirements in the new system. 

The Green Paper (2012)  promised that community parƟcipaƟon was ‘at the centre of the new 

planning system’ and there would be ‘more effecƟve community parƟcipaƟon at the strategic stages’ 

(NSW Government, 2012a). However, it was stated in the White Paper (2013) that there would be 

reduced public parƟcipaƟon in the development assessment stage. 

However, such intenƟons were unsuccessful in convincing the community due to the lack of clarity 

and conflicƟng expressions in the Green Paper (2012). Some community groups, such as Save Our 

Suburbs, criƟcised the lack of clarity on the role of ESD as an objecƟve of the new system. They 
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commented that “this is a serious omission in the Green Paper (2012)  and needs to be corrected” 

(Save our suburbs, 2012)  

By the Ɵme of the publicaƟon of the White Paper (2013) and draŌ Bill (2013), most issues had sƟll 

not   been resolved. As a result, the White Paper (2013) and draŌ Bill (2013) received significant 

objecƟons from community and environmental groups. As discussed in the above secƟon, these 

interest groups conducted various campaign acƟviƟes aiming to stop the progress of planning 

reform. In July 2013, BPN wrote a strong asserƟve leƩer of complaints about ideas in the White 

Paper (2013), arguing that it: 

 did not adopt a comprehensive interpretaƟon of ESD principles  

 reduced judicial review rights of communiƟes in strategic plan-making processes  

 decreased the important role of the Heritage Council in development assessment of state 

listed heritage items. 

The then Department of Planning published the leƩer and the correspondence leƩer by the Director 

General and Ombudsman to show the transparency of the process. In their correspondence leƩer, 

the Department generally acknowledged the issues and promised to invesƟgate and work on them. 

In October, the Department published the amended draŌ Bill (2013).  The three issues idenƟfied in 

the BPN leƩer had all been addressed: a clause had been added to explicitly address the objecƟve of 

the act, which was to promote ESD; exclusions and Ɵme limits on proceedings in the Land and 

Environment Court for judicial review were amended to be consistent with corresponding provisions 

in the current legislaƟon; and the Heritage Council would conƟnue to have the final say on local 

development applicaƟons for state heritage items. In addiƟon, the 80% ‘code assessable’ target for 

development applicaƟons was strongly opposed by community and environmental groups and was 

removed. These amendments were widely seen as efforts to gain support from local councils and 

community groups. However, community groups remained unsaƟsfied. The BPN stated that 

“fundamental issues are sƟll unresolved” (BeƩer Planning Network, 2013). 

Based on the above analysis, it appears that the direcƟon of the planning reform proposals and 

posiƟon of the government  were influenced by the suggesƟons  of interest groups obtained from 

various public parƟcipaƟon sources with, however, the government aƩempƟng to implement their 

own poliƟcal objecƟves. However, even with ‘unprecedented public parƟcipaƟon’ claimed by the 

government and efforts in adjusƟng the proposals to saƟsfy stakeholders, the poliƟcal aim of 

balancing different views and obtaining consensus, as well as improving trust in the community, was 



144 
 

not achieved. Neither developer and business groups or community and environmental groups were 

saƟsfied with the Bill (2013) in their final version. 

One planner from a government agency pointed out that the problems lay in the ambiƟous objecƟve 

of the government to maximise public parƟcipaƟon.  However, public parƟcipaƟon generated a 

misled message and high expectaƟon that the public had the final say in all government decisions. To 

deal with this issue, the government had to set a boundary on the level of influence public 

parƟcipaƟon provided compared to the final decision-making process. This would give rise to more 

reasonable expectaƟons from the public. 

“SomeƟmes you've just got to draw the line and say no more. We've got to make a decision 

here, and people need to understand that too. I mean, they're oŌen not the decision-makers. 

The government is in most of these, so I suppose it's understanding the parameters that's set 

in, and what you can influence, what you can't, what the government might listen to, but 

then why they refuse that decision or take that on board. Certainly, some groups may not be 

happy with the decision. We live in poliƟcal democracy, but it's a poliƟcal system, so there's 

always going to be having those decisions made. One would hope that planning decisions 

aren't made on poliƟcal basis, but certainly in shaping legislaƟon, it's made on government 

decision-making. Yeah, that's the reality, so planning and poliƟcs, hand in hand 

unfortunately.” (State government officer 2) 

Whilst conducƟng interviews with both government officers and community members, a nuanced 

understanding of the planning reform's dynamics emerged. While the proposals in the reform 

ostensibly reflected the feedback garnered from public consultaƟons, a deeper examinaƟon revealed 

a disƟnct Ɵlt towards developers and business interests. This observaƟon suggests that while public 

consultaƟons were conducted and opinions gathered, the weight given to various stakeholders' 

feedback was not uniform. The saƟsfacƟon derived from the public involvement process was, in large 

measure, conƟngent upon the extent to which specific interest groups saw their opinions mirrored in 

the policy outcomes. 

Community groups, in parƟcular, emerged as influenƟal players in the process of the reform. Their 

experƟse in understanding the planning systems, enabled them to assess the degree to which their 

feedback was incorporated. More importantly, their insights allowed them to anƟcipate the potenƟal 

consequences of policy outcomes. Such knowledge empowered them to challenge proposals they 

deemed misaligned with community interests and to advocate for more inclusive and balanced 

reforms. 
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5.5 Discussion and analysis 

In examining the NSW planning reform of 2011-2013, this research addresses the role and impact of 

public involvement across three stages: the objecƟves, the operaƟon, and the outcomes of public 

involvement. 

5.5.1 ObjecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon: enhancing effecƟveness, building 

trust, and ensuring inclusivity 

Policy-makers in the interviews addressed that the focus of public parƟcipaƟon was to improve the 

inclusiveness of policy outcomes and fairness in policy-making. They tended to believe that public 

parƟcipaƟon was a mechanism to gather genuine feedback from the community to ensure that 

policies were rooted in real needs and experiences.  The media also used the term ‘rebuilding trust 

and accountability’ as the goal of the reform. However, there were conflicƟng views on the 

objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon from different stakeholder groups.  

Community groups, for example, argued that the real objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon for the 

planning reform was to secure consensus from the community on the reformed agenda. They 

believed that the planning reform agendas favoured pro-development iniƟaƟves, and that public 

parƟcipaƟon was used to legiƟmise these iniƟaƟves without genuinely addressing community 

concerns. However, policy-makers were reluctant to link public parƟcipaƟon with the goal of 

consensus-building or legiƟmacy. The general public, however, believed that public parƟcipaƟon was 

a channel for them to express their views and thus improve policy quality. 

5.5.2 OperaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon: structured approach and efforts 

beyond the formal channel 

The planning reform in NSW adopted a structured approach to public parƟcipaƟon. However, 

significant challenges emerged during its implementaƟon. The survey results revealed low levels of 

public moƟvaƟon and engagement. Despite a comprehensive media campaign, only about one third 

of respondents were aware of the planning reform, and even fewer had acƟvely parƟcipated. This 

low parƟcipaƟon rate reflects the broader difficulƟes of engaging the public effecƟvely, even in 

places where democraƟc governance has been a long pracƟce. The survey data also showed a clear 

link between socio-economic status and knowledge of the planning system. Respondents with higher 

educaƟon and income levels were beƩer informed and more likely to parƟcipate. The result 

highlighted the need for more targeted and inclusive engagement strategies. 
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A communicaƟon plan was developed to guide the parƟcipaƟon process and idenƟfy campaign 

strategies, consultaƟon mechanisms, key stakeholders and Ɵmelines prior to the launch of the 

reform. The plan, reviewed and approved by senior execuƟves, aimed to ensure consistency and 

efficiency in public engagement. However, planners and policy-makers felt that this standard and the 

pre-determined approach lacked flexibility and failed to respond to specific concerns raised during 

consultaƟons. The rigid governance structure limited planners’ ability to act on emerging issues and 

made it difficult to address communiƟes’ concerns promptly. As a result, planners felt it was hard for 

them to build mutual trust with the community. 

The consultaƟon mechanisms used in the planning reform included media campaigns, public 

submissions, community discussion sessions, key stakeholder meeƟngs and deliberaƟve panels. 

These tools, which are commonly used in planning pracƟce in NSW, represented standard 

approaches and were familiar to the community. However, the lack of trust between the community 

and the government led many interest groups to seek alternaƟve avenues outside the formal 

consultaƟon processes. For example, both community groups and pro-development groups 

organised their own alliances to amplify their voices and influence the reform process. These 

alliances used campaigns, social media plaƞorms, and peƟƟons to ensure their perspecƟves were 

heard. These groups sought to increase their visibility and directly shape public opinion and policy 

discussions. 

5.5.3 Outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon: mixed results from stakeholders 

The NSW planning reform showed liƩle integraƟon of community input from public parƟcipaƟon into 

the final proposals. This failing to act on feedback showed a gap between the objecƟves of public 

parƟcipaƟon and its implementaƟon. Planners and policy-makers admiƩed in the interviews that the 

rouƟne nature of the parƟcipaƟon process focused on collecƟng feedback without considering how 

to act as a result. The process made great efforts in idenƟfying issues but gave liƩle aƩenƟon to 

designing meaningful policy changes.  

Community groups believed that the planning reform operated on a pre-determined agenda that 

prioriƟsed pro-development interests. While the state government claimed that some policy changes 

had addressed communiƟes’ concerns, their adjustments were perceived to be mainly on less 

significant aspects. Community groups observed that public parƟcipaƟon was more about validaƟng 

the reform process than shaping its outcomes. They quesƟoned whether their efforts were truly 

valued or merely symbolic. 
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Different to the views of acƟve community groups, the general community seemed saƟsfied with the 

power distribuƟon and the plaƞorms for public input resulƟng from the quesƟonnaire survey. 

Although with limited parƟcipaƟon experiences, many residents believed that public parƟcipaƟon 

could influence planning outcomes in a meaningful way. This opƟmism likely came from trust in 

democraƟc principles, especially the belief that collecƟve decisions and majority power can influence 

policies. 

5.6 Summary 

Chapter 5 presents an insighƞul examinaƟon of community engagement in the NSW planning 

reform. Awareness of the proposed planning reform was higher among older residents in wealthier 

areas, while immigrant communiƟes and younger populaƟons parƟcipated less. The most cited 

reasons of non-parƟcipaƟon were: lack of interest, Ɵme constraints or a belief that their  input would 

not affect decisions. 

Stakeholders held different views on the objecƟves and implementaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon. State 

government officials expressed a commitment to collecƟng genuine community feedback. They 

considered public involvement important for transparency and accountability. In contrast, many 

community group members saw the process as superficial. This statement grew stronger in the later 

stages of the reform, where community groups felt their input had liƩle influences on the reform 

agenda. 

Opinions on the design and delivery of public parƟcipaƟon efforts were similarly divided. Planners 

highlighted their efforts to engage a wide range of stakeholders, with mulƟple methods to gather 

input. However, community groups criƟcised the process for excluding opposing views and focusing 

on pro-development interests. The findings showed that the proposed reform struggled to achieve 

balanced dialogues or rebuild public trust. The reform appeared to prioriƟse poliƟcal goals, with 

planners admiƫng difficulƟes in meeƟng community expectaƟons under the exisƟng decision-

making framework. The chapter concludes  that  public parƟcipaƟon in the NSW planning reform 

met with limited success.  

This chapter sets the foundaƟon for Chapter 6, which  examines public parƟcipaƟon pracƟce in 

Shanghai’s planning system. Together, these two chapters provide a comparaƟve perspecƟve of 

public involvement in planning processes across different governance contexts.  
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Chapter 6 Survey in China 

6.1 IntroducƟon   

Chapter 6 examines public parƟcipaƟon processes of preparing the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan 

(2040) (SCP 2040).  A variety of data sources including quesƟonnaire survey with Shanghai residents, 

interviews with key stakeholders, public websites, social media news, and personal observaƟons of 

public engagement acƟviƟes were employed. 

The chapter is structured based on the conceptual framework and research quesƟons discussed in 

Chapter 1 and 2. It aims to provide a detailed understanding of public parƟcipaƟon processes in 

urban planning in China. One of the key components of the study was a quesƟonnaire survey 

conducted with 300 individuals from three demographically diverse districts in Shanghai. Out of 

these, 101 responses were collected. The outcomes of the survey data in Australia from Chapter 5 

are also presented for each quesƟon where possible to provide an easy reference for readers. In 

addiƟon, 15 interviews with government officials and community members offered qualitaƟve 

insights that complemented the survey results. 

The chapter begins with an overview of SCP 2040 and highlights the main phases of public 

engagement during its development. It then explores the three key stages of the parƟcipaƟon 

process: its objecƟves, methods, and outcomes. Stakeholder perspecƟves are analysed to 

understand how objecƟves shaped the parƟcipaƟon process.  

This chapter not only examines the specific experiences in Shanghai but also explores their 

implicaƟons for urban planning pracƟces with similar poliƟcal and social contexts broadly. The 

chapter summarises the role and effecƟveness of public parƟcipaƟon in one of China's most 

ambiƟous urban planning iniƟaƟves and situates these findings within the comparaƟve framework 

set in this thesis. 

6.2 QuesƟonnaire survey outcomes- reported saƟsfacƟon and 

previous experiences with public involvement opportuniƟes  

The following secƟon presents the outcomes of quesƟonnaire surveys by community members from 

Shanghai from three districts covering different socio-economic backgrounds. The response rate was 

32% (96 out of 300). As well as exploring perspecƟves from the community on public involvement 

opportuniƟes, the survey also reveals   how their previous experience in the planning system 

impacted their saƟsfacƟon with the public involvement opportuniƟes provided. Where applicable, 
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the results are compared to the quesƟonnaire survey outcomes in Sydney to idenƟfy similariƟes and 

differences between the two contexts. 

6.2.1 Knowledge and saƟsfacƟon of the community with the making of the 

Shanghai 2040 Plan 

From the survey of Shanghai’s residents on their knowledge of SCP 2040, around 50% of the 

parƟcipants were aware of the making of SCP 2040, mostly hearing about it from the TV local news.  

 

Figure 23: Public's awareness of SCP in Shanghai 

 

 

Figure 24: Public’s awareness of the planning reform in Sydney 

Overall, parƟcipants from higher socio-economic districts tended to have higher awareness of SCP 

2040. However, the difference was not significant between the three districts. 
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Figure 25: Public's awareness by suburbs in Shanghai 

 

Figure 26: Public’s awareness by suburbs in Sydney 

People younger than 25 years old had the lowest level of awareness of the SCP 2040. There were 

similar levels of awareness for the remaining three age groups (Figure 27). 
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Figure 27:Public's awareness by age in Shanghai 

 

Figure 28: Public’s awareness by age in Sydney 

 

However, only five people in the survey had experienced the parƟcipaƟon process, all  on the social 

plaƞorm of Wechat. 

There was also very limited knowledge of the SCP 2040 from the general public. Only two of the 

interviewed parƟcipants had heard about the related documents such as the Guidance or Outline 

and they were both working in the building and urban development field. .  

TradiƟonal news releases  accounted for the main source  of informaƟon for communiƟes. Sixty-

three percent   of parƟcipants who were aware of the SCP 2040 obtained it the informaƟon from  

adverƟsing videos or local TV news. Emerging social media plaƞorms also played a significant role in 
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informing the public about the plan with 25% of parƟcipants using Wechat or Weibo. The remaining 

7% of parƟcipants got their informaƟon from other sources such as friends and the website.  

 

Figure 28-1: Source of informaƟon of the SCP 2040 

The survey of Shanghai’s residents on their knowledge of SCP 2040 revealed that awareness of the 

project was moderately high, largely due to local TV news broadcasts. This suggests that the 

extensive adverƟsing campaign successfully raised public awareness. ParƟcipants from higher socio-

economic districts generally had greater awareness, although the difference across districts was not 

significant. Despite the awareness, actual parƟcipaƟon in the SCP 2040 process was notably low. 

6.2.2 Knowledge and moƟvaƟons of public parƟcipaƟon in planning 

Among the 96 parƟcipants in the survey in the three districts of Shanghai, 89 (93%) of them had 

never parƟcipated in any planning maƩers in the past (Figure 29). Only 7 (7%) of parƟcipants had 

experience of public parƟcipaƟon in planning such as through joining online surveys of plans, 

aƩending seminars or community meeƟngs or calling  a government hotline to complain. The results 

indicate that public parƟcipaƟon in planning is not  popular in China. “The lack of knowledge and 

understanding of the policies” and “the lack of Ɵme” are the most frequent reasons for not 

parƟcipaƟng in policy-making processes. 

63%

25%

12%

TV Wechat/Weibo Other



153 
 

 

Figure 29: Previous experience in the planning system 

Although the parƟcipaƟon rate was low, there tended to be great appreciaƟon and expectaƟons of  

public parƟcipaƟon in planning. More than 85% of the parƟcipants in the survey thought  they were 

either very important or important in regard to their contribuƟon towards creaƟng beƩer planning 

policy outcomes. Only 6% of the parƟcipants thought public parƟcipaƟon was not important (Figure 

30). 

 

Figure 30: Level of importance of public parƟcipaƟon considered by parƟcipants 

Around 90% of parƟcipants considered it essenƟal to increase public parƟcipaƟon in plan-making 

processes, while more than 95%  would have liked to have had more parƟcipaƟon opportuniƟes in 

the development assessment stage. This was where they thought developments would have more 

influences on their neighbourhood and daily life.  

On the other hand, however, when it comes to wriƟng submissions and aƩending meeƟngs for more 

formal public parƟcipaƟon acƟviƟes, few people show up. This is because most communiƟes sƟll 

think of planning regulaƟons and processes as ‘black boxes’ that they neither have sufficient 

knowledge of for them to establish a strong argument nor will they be able to influence the 

outcomes of decision-making which they perceive to be poliƟcally driven. The perceived marginal 
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cost is high for an individual community member who feels that if they are the only one parƟcipaƟng 

in the process, there will be no impact on outcomes based on just their parƟcipaƟon. Some people 

also think projects may not proceed. Therefore, they will not invest Ɵme and effort into parƟcipaƟng 

and will keep silent. However, once actual construcƟon started in Shanghai, those who were the 

most impacted did not  hold back and started opposing acƟviƟes. These acƟviƟes were someƟmes 

very severe, such as blocking construcƟon or protesƟng on the streets. At this point, many other 

community members  no doubt realised that the cost was liƩle for showing support by signing a 

peƟƟon.  There was then an increased possibility of winning the game.  

From the survey, the favourite method of public parƟcipaƟon was proper noƟficaƟon of planning 

news and progress of policy and project delivery following by the visualised model presentaƟon of 

future projects and plans (Figure 31). The discussion forums and consultaƟon meeƟngs were 

comparaƟvely not favoured by the parƟcipants.  

 

Figure 31: Preferred parƟcipaƟon method 

This implies that the parƟcipants were more willing to passively receive informaƟon that is easy to 

understand and up to date on planning maƩers. They then have the flexibility to decide whether to 

further explore or not. In comparison, more intensive and acƟve parƟcipaƟon methods such as 

consultaƟon meeƟngs, which require more Ɵme and liability, were not favoured by the parƟcipants. 

Also, there was great interest in, and increasing use of, online discussion forums where people may 

have felt safer and freer to express their opinions without disclosing their true idenƟƟes. It was also 

found that there has been an increase in people using online forums to comment on and criƟcise the 

government’s decision-making in China (Cheng, 2013). 

When asked which government sectors or groups have the most powerful influence on the outcomes 

of planning, most people thought local government, developers and the state government have the 

dominant voices driving planning outcomes (Figure 32). It was considered that the media have some 
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influence in the process too. In comparison, community groups and property owners were believed 

to have the least influence on planning outcomes. 

 

Figure 32: Power of influences by different stakeholder groups in Shanghai 

 

Figure 33: Power of influences by different stakeholder groups in Sydney 

This survey quesƟon shows the dominant percepƟon that the government and developers have the 

decisive power in determining the outcomes of  planning policies in Shanghai, while it is thought that 

communiƟes have the least impact on the decision-making process. 

The survey also reveals that communiƟes in Shanghai generally have limited understanding of the 

role of public parƟcipaƟon in planning. Firstly, they do not have sufficient knowledge of public 

parƟcipaƟon processes and planning regulaƟons to make them confident enough to step up and 
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express their ideas through the formal public parƟcipaƟon channels. ParƟcipants from the survey felt 

that there would be some liability on them if they decided to parƟcipate and provide opinions. To 

avoid this perceived threat but sƟll wanƟng to express their strong interest in planning topics, most 

of the community did not aƩend public parƟcipaƟon acƟviƟes that required them to acƟvely ‘shout 

out’ their opinions. Instead, some parƟcipants said they and others in their community  oŌen had 

casual conversaƟons with their neighbours  about the advantages, disadvantages and potenƟal 

influences of planning policies or infrastructure projects. 

In comparison, interviews with planners from local government indicated that the government did  

take acƟons to conduct public parƟcipaƟon to address the issues raised by the communiƟes during 

the decision-making process. The distrust between communiƟes and planners has disabled 

communiƟes from protecƟng their own legiƟmate benefits in the process 

6.3 Stakeholders’ views on the objecƟves of public involvement in 

the making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) 

Since the early stages  of deciding to introduce a new comprehensive plan , a stated objecƟve of the 

plan-making process  on the government’s website and via public news was to “Open the door to 

make the process of plan-making publicly available”. The intent of public parƟcipaƟon was 

invesƟgated by planning professionals working in municipal government, planning experts  on the 

assessment panel for the plan , as well as by community members. 

The bureaucraƟc value of public parƟcipaƟon was considered an important objecƟve by both policy 

decision-makers and community members. Public parƟcipaƟon indicated  the democracy of 

governance and helped the government establish a desirable image of transparency and 

accountability in their decision-making. Policy-makers pointed out that the historical lack of public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning and in governance in general compared to many western countries had led 

to criƟcs and complaints of  governments from communiƟes.  One planner from the Shanghai 

Department of Planning and Natural Environment expressed the intenƟon to build a leading role of 

the Shanghai government in promoƟng public parƟcipaƟon in planning pracƟces in China: 

“The public parƟcipaƟon in the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) is an experimental 

experience and can be an example of planning pracƟces for other parts of China. We have 

incorporated public parƟcipaƟon experiences overseas into the design of public parƟcipaƟon 

processes. We have reviewed and learnt experiences from  plan-making processes with 

increasing public parƟcipaƟon in some economically advanced ciƟes such as Guangzhou and 
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Shenzhen. I think the extent of public parƟcipaƟon in the making of the Shanghai 

Comprehensive Plan (2040) has exceeded these ciƟes.” (Government officer 1) 

Furthermore, policy-makers believe that public parƟcipaƟon reduces the risk of public 

misunderstanding led by false news sources. With  developments in informaƟon technology and the 

use of social media such as Weibo and Wechat, there is the risk that the general public’s opinions 

may be led by undesirable media channels and governments may lose the public’s trust. Therefore, 

governments need to acƟvely disclose their informaƟon and decision-making processes to avoid such 

misunderstanding and thus  achieve legiƟmacy for the decisions made.  

“There are sƟll so many different channels to release governments’ informaƟon, even if 

governments aƩempt to hide their informaƟon. These media channels may uƟlise the 

governments’ behaviours and misinterpret governments’ informaƟon for their own purposes. 

This may generate panic and misunderstanding from the public towards governments which 

is the worst scenario we would like to see. I think it is beƩer for governments to disclose 

everything during the process of decision-making and show that the government is willing to 

seek suggesƟons from the public. In this way, governments will obtain saƟsfacƟon and 

legiƟmacy from the public and guide the public’s opinion in a desirable direcƟon. We 

established our own social media channel and publish our informaƟon on any progress of 

(Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040)) plan-making processes and how decisions are made.” 

(Government officer 2) 

From the perspecƟve of community members, the pracƟce of community involvement in the making 

of SCP 2040 serves a crucial purpose of reinforcing the image of fairness, openness, and 

transparency within the government. This percepƟon is deeply rooted in the understanding that a 

transparent and inclusive governance system is instrumental in maintaining Shanghai's 

compeƟƟveness on the global stage, especially in aƩracƟng high-quality individuals and talent to the 

city. By acƟvely engaging ciƟzens in the planning process and valuing their input,  the government 

not only fosters a sense of ownership and pride among the people but also demonstrates 

commitment to accountability and responsive governance. One of the community members 

expressed in their interview that: 

“There is more transparent and open government decision-making in Shanghai than in most  

other ciƟes in China. Public parƟcipaƟon is an important vehicle for public scruƟny. I can have 

access to the informaƟon from the website, so I know it (the decision-making process) is 

following a legiƟmate and fair process. This is important for us who were born and came from 

other ciƟes, as we do not have social connecƟons and relaƟonships to fight with governments’ 
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decisions as people who have lived in Shanghai for a long Ɵme. I feel safe and comfortable 

that the transparency in governance will ensure I will not be significantly impacted by any 

decision made or at least I will know if there are such decisions. This is one of the reasons I 

chose to live in Shanghai… I think this is one of the reasons why Shanghai can aƩract so many 

skilful and capable young people coming from all around China and even around the world.” 

(Community member 3) 

Instrumental benefits are also considered as objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon in the making of the 

Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040). Historically, community involvement in urban planning has 

been limited, and there is a growing eagerness among planners to bridge this gap. The genuine 

curiosity lies in comprehending how the community envisions the future of their city and what they 

consider essenƟal for its development. By acƟvely seeking input and involving residents in the 

decision-making process, policy-makers aim to gain valuable insights into the collecƟve aspiraƟons, 

concerns, and needs of the community. One decision-maker from the Shanghai government said: 

“We like to hear how the public think. In the past, Shanghai experienced a period of high-

speed economic development. We would like to see if ciƟzens are willing to maintain such 

high-speed development and get living standards improved; or if more people would like to 

see the improvement of the natural environment, the sense of happiness. This is what we 

have noƟced, that many Shanghai residents are not so eager to see the development in the 

economy. The result of public consultaƟon will be the evidence and support for our decision-

making.” (Government officer 5) 

However, there were also concerns that limited knowledge of the planning system and the specific 

plan had greatly reduced the viability of instrumental benefits of the public parƟcipaƟon process:  

“We realised that for the suggesƟons from submissions, most of the points raised are not 

relevant to the scope of the making of SCP 2040 and cannot be accepted. This is because the 

majority of ciƟzens have very limited knowledge of comprehensive plans, and they tend to 

only care about projects near or within their neighbourhoods. They cannot link between high 

level plans with influences on their properƟes and everyday life. When being consulted on 

maƩers with broader spaƟal scale or more strategic level such as Shanghai Comprehensive 

Plan (2040), they will keep silent. However, if we plan to make any changes in their 

neighbourhood, they tend to be very acƟve, and some may even protest to show their 

objecƟon to the government.” (Government officer 7) 
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Consequently, another objecƟve of community involvement was to educate the public on the 

planning system and raise their awareness of the making of SCP 2040: 

“The process itself is an opportunity to educate ciƟzens on what is a comprehensive plan and 

how a comprehensive plan is made. For common ciƟzens it is hard for them to understand, 

or they are not interested in understanding and geƫng involved in planning processes 

especially on strategic level planning. They cannot see how significant planning can impact 

their life and build the link between the comprehensive plan and their 

communiƟes.“ (Government officer 4) 

Community members also believed that the community involvement process was essenƟal for 

educaƟng the public about the intricacies of the planning system and for shaping the development of 

the SCP 2040.  

“The planning system can be quite complicated, with various technical terms and processes 

that may not be familiar to the general public. So, I think it's essenƟal that one of the 

objecƟves of community involvement is to educate the public about how the planning system 

works. When people have a beƩer understanding of the process, they are more likely to 

parƟcipate meaningfully and provide informed input.” (Community member 1) 

A factor impinging on opinions that public parƟcipaƟon should be considered as ‘a right’, was the 

transformaƟon of property rights was promoƟng in established ciƟes like Shanghai: 

“Shanghai has come to a point that most of the planning is for established areas, which is 

very different from the planning for new ciƟes where a lot of lands are vacant and 

development rights are sƟll in the hands of governments. In the case of Shanghai, where the 

development right of land is in the hands of communiƟes and various companies, the 

government cannot simply enforce a plan without proper consultaƟon with stakeholders. 

CommuniƟes and companies whose property values and life will be greatly impacted by the 

SCP 2040 should have the right to know and influence the plan.” (Government officer2) 

A second opinion from interviewees that supported consultaƟon with relevant stakeholders and 

communiƟes was that  they were likely to be the parƟes that will invest and implement the SCP 

2040 : 

“When we look at the investment informaƟon on urban development such as the building of 

service infrastructure and community faciliƟes, the government only accounts for about one 

third of the investment. The remaining investment is by various companies and through ‘user 

pays’ in communiƟes. The implementaƟon of SCP 2040 will greatly impact their decisions on 
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investment. I think it is eligible and valid they need being consulted and saƟsfied with the 

plan.” (Government officer 5) 

In summary, the following features can be idenƟfied from the objecƟves of the public parƟcipaƟon 

process in the making of SCP 2040. 

Public parƟcipaƟon is considered as a modern planning ideology in China and by employing wide 

public consultaƟon and various parƟcipaƟon tools, the Shanghai government is seƫng itself up as a 

model  for planning pracƟces for other ciƟes in China. This image of government promoƟng 

democracy in poliƟcs will also enhance the compeƟƟveness of Shanghai in aƩracƟng people and 

businesses. Therefore, the Shanghai government has acƟvely adverƟsed their iniƟaƟves in promoƟng 

public parƟcipaƟon in the making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) in both tradiƟonal 

mass media and the emerging social media channels.  

It was realised by government decision-makers and planning experts that Shanghai had entered the 

stage required public parƟcipaƟon because the distribuƟon of costs and benefits to communiƟes 

generated by the spaƟal strategies would be complicated. Most of the future developments in 

Shanghai are related to urban intensificaƟon or urban renewal which will occur in established areas. 

This is a significant change compared to what happened in past decades and is common in many 

ciƟes in China today.   Most developments, however, are new town strategies happening in rural 

areas.  The government believes ciƟzens  are enƟtled to know and approve the plans that will 

immediately impact their life and property value.  

 It was menƟoned by some interviewees that the government did hope to get informaƟon and 

opinions for beƩer policy outcomes from the public. However, there were difficulƟes in obtaining 

valuable suggesƟons from public parƟcipants due to their limited knowledge and interest  in 

planning maƩers. Thus, public parƟcipaƟon was used as an opportunity to educate the general 

public on planning. The educaƟonal and bureaucraƟc value of public parƟcipaƟon is  combined when 

governments adverƟse  their achievements and show off their many consultaƟon events. Also, 

governments oŌen have a dominant role in providing selected informaƟon to guide the opinions and 

values of the general public in their desired direcƟon. 

6.4 The operaƟonal process of community involvement in the 

making of SCP 2040   

Public parƟcipaƟon in the making of SCP 2040 started in May 2014 and lasted for two and a half 

years to the end of 2017. A range of parƟcipaƟon events were held during different phases of the 
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plan-making process. The following secƟons present relevant stakeholder opinions on the operaƟon 

of the community involvement process. 

6.4.1 The design of the public parƟcipaƟon process in the making of SCP 2040  

The requirements for community parƟcipaƟon in comprehensive plan-making, as sƟpulated in the 

primary planning act and other statutory regulaƟons, are characterised by a degree of minimalism 

and vagueness (X. Li, F. Zhang, E. C.-m. Hui, & W. Lang, 2020). As noted previously in Chapter 4, the 

requirement of community parƟcipaƟon in the Urban and Rural Planning Act 2008 was public 

consultaƟon and informaƟon disclosure. Therefore, it is largely up to the individual municipal 

government on how they want to design and operate their public parƟcipaƟon processes.  

The challenges surrounding the pracƟce of public parƟcipaƟon in China stem from a notable lack of 

experiences and comprehensive guidance for pracƟƟoners. While there is a growing recogniƟon of 

the importance of engaging the public in decision-making processes, the relaƟvely recent adopƟon 

of such pracƟces in the country has leŌ pracƟƟoners grappling with limited precedents and 

established best pracƟces. As a result, many find it challenging to navigate the intricacies of 

effecƟvely involving ciƟzens in governance and policy-making. Without well-defined frameworks and 

a wealth of prior experiences to draw upon, pracƟƟoners oŌen face hurdles in devising and 

execuƟng meaningful public parƟcipaƟon iniƟaƟves that align with China's unique socio-poliƟcal 

context and the diverse needs of its populaƟon. One of the planners from Shanghai City Government 

indicated in the interview that: 

“The public parƟcipaƟon of planning in China is sƟll in the iniƟal stage of aƩempƟng to 

implement the ideal concept into pracƟces. Indeed, the idea of public parƟcipaƟon is not a 

new idea in planning academic discussions but it is sƟll long a way to go for the common 

people to actually get involved in the (public parƟcipaƟon in planning) processes.” 

(Government Officer 6)  

In response to the challenges posed by the lack of experience and guidance in public parƟcipaƟon 

pracƟces, the design of community involvement  was undertaken aŌer a thorough review of 

internaƟonal examples and experiences. 

“We have reviewed public consultaƟon and parƟcipaƟon examples internaƟonally. For 

example, we have borrowed the concept of “ConsulƟng panel of ciƟzens representaƟves” 

from the plan making processes in Seoul, South Korea. We have comprehensively reviewed 

their experiences including how they selected ciƟzen panels, the role of ciƟzen panels and in 

which stage the ciƟzen panel was involved. We thought it was a good model for collecƟng 
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opinions from industries efficiently and effecƟvely and implemented this model for the 

making of SCP 2040.” (Government officer7) 

 The pracƟce of borrowing internaƟonal examples of community involvement had become common 

for plan-making processes in many ciƟes in China. It was felt that public parƟcipaƟon in the planning 

system and in the government decision-making process in general was an idea derived from and 

developed in western democracies  and economically advanced countries. The public parƟcipaƟon 

processes in China therefore should learn from their experiences. This inclusive approach sought to 

bridge the gap between theory and pracƟce, equipping pracƟƟoners with the tools and insights 

needed to make public parƟcipaƟon a cornerstone of Shanghai’s sustainable urban development 

vision.  

However, in regard to learning from internaƟonal experiences for public parƟcipaƟon in planning, 

there were also concerns that the implementaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon in the more democraƟc 

socieƟes have greatly reduced the efficiency of the planning system and delayed the Ɵme of 

decision-making. Such deficiencies worried the planners and decision-makers in China:  

“I heard in other countries (countries with advanced public parƟcipaƟon standard), there is 

intensive public parƟcipaƟon even for small-scale projects. For example, the applicaƟon for 

removing trees require consent from all the neighbours. Planning decisions cannot get 

through due to the objecƟons from residents…We cannot afford such Ɵme for public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning in China considering the amount of development and planning 

acƟviƟes happening to support the high-speed economic development and increasing 

demand from residents.” (Government officer 5) 

Proper legislaƟon is imperaƟve to establish a robust framework for community involvement in 

China's planning system. EnacƟng legislaƟon dedicated to community involvement not only provides 

a legal mandate for such pracƟces but also ensures that they are conducted transparently, 

consistently, and equitably across the country. Such legislaƟon would outline the rights and 

responsibiliƟes of both the government and the public, establish mechanisms for consultaƟon and 

feedback, and set standards for informaƟon disclosure. There were views from government officers 

that proper legislaƟon on the procedures is essenƟal for effecƟve community parƟcipaƟon processes 

in China:  

“China has a history of strong government culture where most decisions are made by 

governments without any consultaƟon of the public. By introducing public parƟcipaƟon into 

the decision-making processes, the power will be shared between the government and other 
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parƟes. This means the power of government in controlling decision-making will be reduced. 

Consequently, governments will have liƩle incenƟves to promote genuine public parƟcipaƟon 

processes. I think only legislaƟon has the power to regulate governments’ acƟon and ensure 

the fundamental standards have been performed. In this way the ideal effects of public 

parƟcipaƟon can be realised.” (Government officer 2) 

However, there were also opinions from planners that the lack of detailed and specific legislaƟon 

promotes innovaƟons and experiments in designing public parƟcipaƟon processes that suit  different 

people and circumstances. 

“I think it is appropriate that the legislaƟon only regulates the high-level principles on public 

parƟcipaƟon processes. Each city has their own features in terms of the public’s knowledge, 

willingness and governments’ cultures in operaƟon. For ciƟes like Shanghai which have the 

demands and resources to implement high standard of public parƟcipaƟon, it is easier for us 

to work beyond the legislaƟve requirements and common pracƟces to innovaƟvely design 

and organise a public parƟcipaƟon process that best suit our needs. For example, in the 

current pracƟces of the making of comprehensive plans, many ciƟes uƟlised consult 

companies to organise the public parƟcipaƟon processes. The consultants are responsible for 

organising and collecƟng informaƟon from public exhibiƟons and producing reports to 

governments and planning authoriƟes. However, in the making of SCP 2040 we have 

established a public parƟcipaƟon team from the Department of Planning and Natural 

Resources. In this way we are in a beƩer posiƟon to integrate public parƟcipaƟon with plan 

making processes, and we can quickly respond to the feedback from the public and adjust  

public parƟcipaƟon processes.” (Government officer 4) 

Due to the lack of detailed requirements in the legislaƟon, the design of public parƟcipaƟon in the 

making of SCP 2040 was largely dependent on the ideas of government decision-makers who 

decided on appropriate methods and level of community empowerment. As discussed in the 

previous secƟon, the significant importance of bureaucraƟc value to the government  limited the 

operaƟonal process of public parƟcipaƟon so that it did not genuinely empower the public to 

influence the outcome of SCP 2040. 

6.4.2 Tools and methods of public parƟcipaƟon 

The process of public consultaƟon and involvement in the formulaƟon of the Shanghai 

Comprehensive Plan (2040) (SCP 2040) relied on a diverse array of tools and methods.  Due to the 

emphasis on efficiency and the governments’ strong control,  the majority of these methods resulted 
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in minimum influence on  the Ɵming of the process and reducing conflicts of interests between 

stakeholders (Table 13). 

Table 13: Summary of the public consultaƟon process in the making of SCP 2040 

Participation and 

citizen event names 

Participants Description and summary of 

processes 

Extent of 

participation 

Related to the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan  2040  

Exhibitions of key 

documents (Guidance 

on the making of 

Shanghai 

Comprehensive Plan 

(2040), draft Shanghai 

Comprehensive Plan 

(2040)) 

Available to 

residents in 

Shanghai 

Reports and documents are available 

for public inspection in Shanghai 

Planning Exhibition Centre and the 

Department of Planning and Natural 

Resources website.  

In March 2015, a public version of 

the Guidance was released that 

aimed to interpret the content of the 

report in a simple and diagrammatic 

manner.   

Informing 

Consulting panel of 

citizen representatives 

15 citizen 

representatives 

recommended 

by Municipal 

People’s 

Congress and 

CPPCC  

Six representatives selected by 

Shanghai People’s Congress; 6 

representatives selected by Shanghai 

People's Political Consultative 

Conference; the remaining 3 

representatives are from Shanghai 

Planning Association 

Consultation 

and placation 

Questionnaire survey: 

My 2040: the desires 

and expectations 

survey of Shanghai 

residents  

Randomly 

selected from 

Shanghai 

residents  

The survey was conducted both 

online and on streets to cover wide 

representation of communities. 

Around 16,000 valid questionnaires 

received.  

Consultation 

Paper based and 

online submissions; 

hotline  

Available to 

residents in 

Shanghai 

Exhibition of SCP 2040 Outline and 

Draft SCP 2040 on Shanghai 2040 

website 

Consultation 
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Experts and 

stakeholder discussion 

forums 

11 expert 

discussion 

forums that are 

also available 

to all residents 

of Shanghai 

The forums cover the main themes of 

the comprehensive plan such as 

sustainability, urban transport, 

population and employment etc. Top 

experts nationally and internationally 

were invited to the forums. The 

forums are open to the general 

public. 

Consultation 

and placation 

Public forum named 

2040 the future of 

Shanghai and me held 

in October 2014 

Available to 

residents in 

Shanghai 

The public forum was held at 

Shanghai Planning Exhibition Centre. 

It involved representatives of 

Shanghai People’s Congress, planning 

experts and key stakeholders from 

the industries talking about the 

survey results of My 2040-survey on 

residents’ expectations.  

Informing and 

consultation 

I would like to see; I 

would like to write, 

and I would like to 

draw 

Available to 

residents in 

Shanghai 

A series of incorporated public 

events on the SCP 2040. I would like 

to see focuses on exhibitions and 

interpretation of key governments 

reports and planning outcomes; I 

would like to write focuses on 

receiving suggestions from the 

public; I would like to draw focuses 

on inviting children to draw what 

they expect for the future of 

Shanghai 

Consultation 

Events beyond the consultation of Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040)  

Sea-Hi public forums Available to 

residents in 

Shanghai 

See-Hi held a series of public forums 

inviting architects, writers, artists and 

planners to talk about topics related 

to SCP 2040 and all aspects of urban 

development including urban history, 
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social, cultural, economic 

development.  

Worldwide 

undergraduate 

student competition 

on the urban design 

concept of Shanghai 

2040 

Worldwide 

undergraduate 

students 

Held by SCP 2040 plan-making team 

of Shanghai government. The 

competition requires participants to 

provide a spatial design concept on 

one of the five given sites in Shanghai  

with high ecological, historical, social 

and economic value.  

 

Exhibition on the 

historical review of 

Shanghai’s 

development and 

achievement in the 

past 20 years 

Available to 

residents in 

Shanghai 

A series of exhibitions on the 

historical development of Shanghai. 

 

(summarised by author) 

6.4.2.1 ConsulƟng Panel of CiƟzen RepresentaƟves 

The introducƟon of the ConsulƟng Panel of CiƟzen RepresentaƟves was considered an ‘experimental 

and innovaƟve’ approach by both decision-makers and planners. The consulƟng panel comprised 15 

ciƟzens represenƟng the interests from a wide range of industries and community groups. From 

these 15 representaƟves, six were nominated by the Shanghai People’s Congress, six were 

nominated by the Shanghai People's PoliƟcal ConsultaƟve Conference and the remaining three were 

from the Shanghai Planning AssociaƟon. The industries and associaƟons that each panel member 

represented are listed in Table 14. The aims of the consulƟng panel included “performing funcƟons 

of providing suggesƟons and feedback into the making of SCP 2040, scruƟnising the process of the 

making of SCP 2040, and also collecƟng informaƟon from the industries or community groups they 

represent.” 

Table 14: ParƟcipants of the CiƟzen Panel  

Representatives nominated 

by Shanghai People’s 

Congress （SPC） (6 

members) 

Vice Director of Shanghai SPC Built Environment Protection 

Committee; Party Secretary of Pudong District; Director of 

Shanghai Party Committee on Media; Vice Director of Shanghai 

Urban Investment Pty Ltd; Business, financial and economic 

director of Jiading District Party Committee 
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Representatives nominated 

by Shanghai People’s 

Political Consultative 

Conference (6 members) 

Vice Director of Shanghai Committee for Population, Resource and 

Built Environment; Vice President of Shanghai Committee for 

Disabled People; Dean of Welfare Association of Children’s 

Theatre; Director of Urban Ecological Planning and Design Centre 

in Fudan University; Director of Employment and Social Security 

Centre in Shanghai Academy of Social Science; Secretary General of 

Shanghai Youth Federation 

Representatives nominated 

by Shanghai Planning 

Association 

President of Shanghai Planning Association; Honorary President of 

Shanghai Planning Association; Vice Secretary General of Shanghai 

Planning Association 

Source: Shanghai government website 

The concept of the panel was borrowed from the planning pracƟces of Seoul, South Korea, and was 

one of the most frequent selling points in the media to show the strong public parƟcipaƟon iniƟaƟve 

in the making of SCP 2040. However, as can be seen from  Table 14 above all the representaƟves of 

the ciƟzen panel were from government, social welfare or research related sectors. Although some 

of the representaƟves were from business and economic development areas in government sectors, 

there were not any representaƟves purely from third parƟes working in industry. The extent to which 

the panel members were able or willing to speak for all relevant stakeholders is quesƟonable. One 

interviewed planner  admiƩed this deficiency in selecƟng panel members but also stated the 

difficulty in selecƟng members  in another way: 

“Indeed, the selecƟon of representaƟves did not follow a boƩom-up process and it was 

greatly influenced by government acƟon, and it was very difficult to form a ‘ciƟzen panel’  

purely  consisƟng of common residents like the pracƟce of the Seoul government in South 

Korea. I think at the moment the understanding of planning by the general public is very 

limited and it is hard for them to form a group to provide valuable suggesƟons for the making 

of SCP 2040.” (Government officer 7) 

6.4.2.2 QuesƟonnaire survey by Shanghai Government 

The quesƟonnaire survey was another frequently menƟoned ‘success’ by media in the making of SCP 

2040. Between July and October 2014, the Shanghai government had conducted three rounds of 

quesƟonnaire surveys (round one with 12 quesƟons, rounds two and three with 15 quesƟons each) 

for Shanghai residents to gather their opinions and expectaƟons on the planning and future 

development of Shanghai. The quesƟons in the surveys covered the topics of transportaƟon, 

community faciliƟes, and leisure and open spaces. The surveys were carried out both online and 
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randomly on the streets to avoid biased results. The on-street survey had covered “more than one 

third of streets among all 17 districts of the Shanghai Metropolitan Area”. 

On the Shanghai 2040 website, it was published that the number of valid quesƟonnaires was around 

16,000 with about 24.5 million populaƟon of Shanghai in 2014. The survey result was summarised in 

the report Overview of Shanghai public survey and in three Data Report documents for individual 

rounds of the survey. The survey result was presented to the consulƟng panel along with key 

findings., The following finding was published on the Shanghai 2040 website: “Twelve quesƟons  are 

considered to be with a high level of agreement by parƟcipants and with significant impact on SCP 

2040”. 

QuesƟonnaire surveys are a favourite method of planners for public consultaƟon  because of their 

efficiency in collecƟng needed informaƟon: 

“QuesƟonnaire surveys are efficient in collecƟng the public’s opinions in a construcƟve way. 

The majority of common residents do not have sufficient knowledge about what is a 

comprehensive plan of a city and how the plan will impact their life. They may have beƩer 

understanding and are more interested in the planning maƩers near their neighbourhood 

and therefore, their comments will be too small scaled and too detailed if we ask them open 

quesƟons and let them comment on SCP 2040. By asking them mulƟple choice quesƟons, we 

have set up the scales and opƟons for them to choose. In this way, I think we can get more 

useful informaƟon from the public about the making of SCP 2040.”(Government officer 2) 

6.4.2.3 Publishing of the public version of key reports and other educaƟonal events 

The Shanghai government have taken several methods to three of the key reports address the 

educaƟonal objecƟve of public parƟcipaƟon processes in the making of SCP 2040. For example, 

‘Guidance on SCP 2040’, ‘Outline of SCP 2040’ and ‘DraŌ of SCP 2040’ all have their public versions 

which used simple language and comics to convert informaƟon into easy-to-understand documents. 

There were also videos introducing SCP 2040 that were frequently aired on Shanghai TV channels. 

One of planners have expressed the strong willingness and great efforts they have put to help the 

general public to understand the SCP 2040: 

“We really wanted the public to understand what we are doing. Without proper 

understanding of the key concepts and terminologies, it is impossible for the public to make 

any meaningful parƟcipaƟon. Therefore, we think to make the process and plans 

understandable to the public is the fundamental and important step. We have invited experts 

of planning, graphic design and arƟsts in wriƟng the public version of the reports to ensure 
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they are precise and accurate in explaining the messages and policies as well as aƩracƟve 

and interesƟng enough for readers. The hard copies of these public versions of reports are 

circulated in the neighbourhood community commiƩee for easy access”. (Government officer 

6) 

What is interesƟng is that besides the direct noƟficaƟon and consultaƟon of SCP 2040, Shanghai 

government held many public events that were not directly related to the content of SCP 2040 but 

had relaƟonships with the broader social, cultural and spaƟal development of Shanghai. These 

events including “Sea-Hi” public forums and a series of public exhibiƟons that reviewed the historical 

urban planning and development of Shanghai. These events were intensely organised between July 

and December 2014 and  published on the Shanghai 2040 website. 

The limited knowledge, understanding and interest in parƟcipaƟng in the making of SCP 2040 by the 

general public was the most significant barrier for the public to be able to comment and express 

their opinions. The Shanghai government took iniƟaƟves to address this issue through the 

quesƟonnaire survey, which at least provided some guidance on the type of suggesƟons sought. The 

publicaƟon of public versions of key reports, wide exposure of SCP 2040 on various media channels 

and a great range of events run by the Shanghai government showed the educaƟonal intenƟon of 

the public parƟcipaƟon process. However, this method also had the limitaƟon that the process could 

be easily manipulated since the government could selecƟvely present informaƟon for its own 

benefits and the public’s aƩenƟon can be aƩracted on areas the government wanted. 

When it came to assessing  the most efficient parƟcipaƟon tool in the making of SCP 2040, both 

policy-makers and planners agreed on the ciƟzen panel and quesƟonnaire survey. Their reasons were 

generally from two perspecƟves: they saved Ɵme and  feedback was clear. 

“Our previous experiences with methods like open submissions and community meeƟngs 

oŌen suffered from the dilemma that residents raised many quesƟons not relevant to the 

subject maƩer and that could not be used in our work. This is partly because of the limitaƟon 

of knowledge of general public of planning and partly because communiƟes tend to be 

interested only specifically in their own areas. Due to these factors, both the community and 

us have wasted Ɵme in public consulƟng. This situaƟon was beƩer managed in the making 

of SCP 2040 by introducing the ‘consulƟng ciƟzen panel’ and the large sample quesƟonnaire 

survey. The feedback was construcƟve and the informaƟon received is able to support our 

decision-making processes.” (Government officer 2) 
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Many of the events in addiƟon to the normal exhibiƟon and consultaƟon events that aimed to noƟfy 

and receive feedback on the making of Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) were not directly 

related to the Plan itself. Some of them were for educaƟng the public on planning maƩers in general 

such as  Sea-Hi which provided talks by arƟsts, journalists and planning professionals on the future 

environment and life of Shanghai. Some of the events and exhibiƟons aimed to promote 

achievements of the Shanghai government in improving Shanghai’s development and lives of its 

ciƟzens.  The educaƟonal and the bureaucraƟc objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon were mixed since 

the government could arbitrarily choose topics and informaƟon that they wanted the public to see 

and understand to promote al  their success and legiƟmacy.  

Efforts were made to assist communiƟes to understand planning reports and processes. Also, many 

cultural events not linked to an understanding of planning issues  were held to promote general 

public parƟcipaƟon..  

“We have published the public version of the government reports such as ‘Guidance on the 

making of Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040)’ to help the understanding of the plan-

making process for the general public. We have invited experts of graphic design and 

planning to design the report. These reports were published by most governments and 

government agencies on their official websites and social media channels such as Weibo and 

Wechat. We have held many acƟviƟes for residents to parƟcipate in including ‘I would like to 

see; I would like to write and I would like to draw’ where people can express their feelings 

and desired future in a creaƟve manner.“ (Government officer 3) 

6.4.3 MoƟvaƟons and aƫtudes towards taking part in the making of SCP 2040 

Despite a wide media campaign and a series of tools and methods employed, the surveys and 

interviews indicated a low parƟcipaƟon rate by the wider community. Policy-makers thought the lack 

of knowledge and understanding of the planning system was the main barrier. 

“One key reason for the low parƟcipaƟon rate is the complexity of urban planning. Many 

members of the public may find the technical aspects and the intricacies of planning 

processes challenging to grasp, which can discourage their acƟve engagement.” 

(Government officer 5) 

In interviews with local residents, similar views confirming their lack of planning knowledge reduced 

their capacity to parƟcipate. AddiƟonally, there is a prevailing scepƟcism towards governance 

enƟƟes, which could have eroded their confidence in the value of their input. Many residents felt 
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uncertain about whether their opinions would be genuinely considered in the decision-making 

process and whether their concerns would be addressed.   

“I know it is important to parƟcipate because the projects will have influences on our living 

environment as well as have important influences on the value of our properƟes… I noƟced 

there are some acƟviƟes for such parƟcipaƟon from the newsleƩers to the residents… But for 

myself, I do not know much about the regulaƟons and feel I cannot contribute much to the 

discussion… In addiƟon, I am not sure to what extent they (the decision-makers) will take my 

suggesƟons into pracƟce. I do not want to waste my Ɵme on this maƩer.” (Community 

member 3) 

The scepƟcism among residents significantly dampened their enthusiasm and willingness to engage 

in the planning process. This scepƟcism created a sense of apathy, where residents were reluctant to 

invest their Ɵme and effort into acƟvely parƟcipaƟng.. When  asked the reason for not parƟcipaƟng, 

one community member said in their interview that: 

“From the video (on the TV) it seems that the plan is about how the future will be like for 

Shanghai in 2040. I feel it is too far from my daily life and I do not have the Ɵme to understand 

in a more detailed way  what the plan is about to make any comments.”(Community member 

5) 

One interesƟng phenomenon idenƟfied by the policy-makers was that there was oŌen a tendency 

among residents to show limited interest or engagement in the early stages of the planning process 

or project exhibiƟons. However, the shiŌ occurred when these projects were eventually approved 

and implemented. It is at this point that residents become more acƟvely involved, parƟcularly when 

they begin to realise the negaƟve influences on their daily lives as a result of the projects. One local 

government planner commented: 

“We do organise public parƟcipaƟon acƟviƟes such as inviƟng opinions and submissions from 

the communiƟes on the new planning projects… I would say nearly all the large projects or 

major plans in Shanghai require public noƟficaƟon and a parƟcipaƟon period set  by the 

Shanghai government. And there was a requirement from the Shanghai government to 

properly consider and address the issues raised by the community. What we found is that 

there were seldom opinions and suggesƟons received in the formal parƟcipaƟon processes. 

However, once the planning approvals have been granted and construcƟon occurred, 

suddenly, you will have these neighbourhoods and communiƟes who strongly object, usually 

not few people but a large number of residents opposing the projects and claiming that the 
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projects will bring significantly negaƟve influences to their life. Since the parƟcipaƟon period 

had already passed and approvals have been granted, it is a very difficult posiƟon for us to 

conduct the negoƟaƟon especially if the other side is a private developer.”(Government 

officer 7) 

6.5 The outcomes and effecƟveness of public parƟcipaƟon  

Analysis of the perceived outcomes and effecƟveness of public parƟcipaƟon in the making of SCP 

2040  is now discussed from two stakeholder viewpoints: firstly, to what extent have the objecƟves 

been achieved from the perspecƟve of the key stakeholders, namely the general public, policy-

makers and planners? Secondly, how effecƟve was the operaƟonal process of public parƟcipaƟon in 

the making of SCP in facilitaƟng the realisaƟon of the proposed objecƟves outlined in previous 

secƟons of the thesis. The analysis is based on quesƟonnaire survey results and interviews with key 

stakeholders. 

6.5.1 The extent to which  the outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon in the making 

of SCP 2040 have achieved its objecƟves  

One of the key objecƟves of the public parƟcipaƟon process of SCP 2040 was to widely adverƟse the 

plan  to establish the government’s image of openness and transparency.  

The above-menƟoned findings imply that although the wide announcement and adverƟsement of 

SCP 2040 had achieved a high rate of public awareness, they sƟll had very limited understanding of 

what the plan was about. They may have formed a vague idea that a ‘plan for the future of Shanghai’ 

was being made, but they did not have the capacity both in knowledge and resources to genuinely 

parƟcipate. The efforts employed by the government in educaƟng the public to trigger their interest 

in urban planning  were to no avail. 

The iniƟaƟves to involve the wider community in strategic plan-making were considered as a bold 

experiment and significant achievement by planning pracƟƟoners. 

“I think the design of public parƟcipaƟon in the making of SCP 2040  employed a method that 

can accommodate opinions from planning experts, a wide range of industries and wider 

public. We have held 11 experts and key stakeholder discussions with the topics covering the 

key themes of SCP 2040. We also established the ConsulƟng panel of ciƟzen representaƟves 

which represent interests from different industries in the key decision-making processes. The 

quesƟonnaire survey aims to the collect opinions from the wider public. To ensure the 
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representaƟveness of the quesƟonnaire survey, we have used both online surveys and a 

random selecƟon of parƟcipants on streets.”(Government officer 3) 

The making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040)  significantly increased public parƟcipaƟon  

processes compared with  previous rounds of comprehensive plan-making.  

“Back in 2008, we did not have such wide public consultaƟon… it is great progress for the 

Shanghai government to achieve a high level of transparency and interacƟon with the public 

in the making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040).” (Government officer 2) 

 There were three main sources of informaƟon from public parƟcipaƟon, idenƟfied by policy-makers 

and planners, that were considered for incorporaƟon into the SCP. 

The most formal and informaƟve source of comments and suggesƟons from public parƟcipaƟon 

considered in the process of the making of SCP 2040,was from the consulƟng panel formed by the 

Shanghai government.  

“AŌer each panel meeƟng or presentaƟon to the panel at each plan-making milestone, the 

panel members will have discussion and their key suggesƟons will form a report. The report 

will then be reviewed by the chairman of the panel and submiƩed to the SCP 2040 plan-

making team. The SCP 2040 plan-making team will review and prepare feedback on how they 

have considered the discussions and suggesƟons from the ‘ConsulƟng panel of ciƟzen 

representaƟves.” (Government officer 2) 

The result of the quesƟonnaire survey was another source of informaƟon that had to be   considered 

during the making of SCP 2040. As noted by a government officer: 

 “From the 42 quesƟons in the three phrases of the quesƟonnaire survey, 13 quesƟons were 

selected to be published in the Overview of My 2040: Survey on the expectaƟons of Shanghai 

Residents. The selecƟon of quesƟons is based on their relevance and importance to the 

making of SCP 2040 as well as the level of agreement achieved between all parƟcipants. Then 

the SCP 2040 plan-making team prepared a report on how they considered the outcomes of 

the survey in their plan-making process.” (Government officer4) 

Submissions and phone calls were the last source of informaƟon from public parƟcipaƟon considered 

for inclusion in the plan-making process. “The submissions and suggesƟons were recorded, classified 

and forwarded to the specifically relevant specialist team for their consideraƟon into SCP 2040.” 

However, as one planner idenƟfied in the interview: 
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“To be honest, most of these suggesƟons did not fit the scale required for a comprehensive 

plan and could not be incorporated into plan-making processes. One of the key difficulƟes we 

face is aligning the diverse viewpoints and preferences of our large and dynamic populaƟon 

with the complex urban planning requirements and long-term development goals. 

AddiƟonally, ensuring that the technical feasibility of proposed changes matches the 

expectaƟons of the public can be quite intricate.” (Government officer 2) 

However, although it was stated by planners in their interviews that the plan-making team had to 

prepare various reports to explain how the suggesƟons from the above three public parƟcipaƟon 

mechanisms were considered during the plan-making process, these reports were not published or 

made available to the public. Without any public scruƟny, it was totally up to the government to 

decide if the suggesƟons would be accepted or not and to what extent they would be incorporated 

into SCP 2040, if at all. 

6.5.2 The extent that the opinions from community involvement were 

incorporated into policy outcomes 

However, as one planning expert raised in their interview, the design of both the content and 

procedure of these methods is greatly impacted by the willingness of government to l provide 

opportuniƟes for genuine discussions involving the public.  

“These forms of public parƟcipaƟon are too much influenced by governments. Members of 

the ‘ciƟzen panel’ were recommended by organisaƟons or associaƟons strongly linked to 

government and there were no conflicts of interests between panel members. In the public 

parƟcipaƟon processes overseas, for example in the UK, parƟes represenƟng different 

interests debate and argue to protect or seek more benefits for their own interests. They also 

hear the arguments from other parƟes and then compromise or negoƟate with other parƟes 

in public parƟcipaƟon processes. Such discussion is difficult to find within the parƟcipaƟon 

methods employed by SCP 2040.” (Community member 6 with planning experƟse) 

The missing forums for open debate on topics that aƩracted the  public’s interest were somewhat 

replaced by  social media plaƞorms.. The virtual anonymous environment provided people with 

more freedom and a sense of security for open discussion. AŌer the publicaƟon of the draŌ content 

of SCP 2040 in August 2016, there was an increasing debate on the Internet about the inappropriate 

and unrealisƟc populaƟon control of 25 million by 2040. The discussion of populaƟon was further 

triggered by an arƟcle named Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040): what populaƟon strategy is 

required for global ciƟes?. Many readers made comments on this topic and shared the arƟcle on 
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their personal social media page. However, the government did not directly respond or comment on 

the concerns raised on the Internet. The plan was officially adopted without changing the populaƟon 

numbers from the draŌ plan. 

Overall,  the SCP 2040 public parƟcipaƟon process achieved a wide public awareness.. However, 

besides knowing the pan is being made and a vague understanding of what the plan is about, the 

public has very limited knowledge on plan-making processes and how they can parƟcipate to 

influence the outcomes of SCP 2040. The educaƟonal purpose of the public parƟcipaƟon on the 

making of SCP 2040 was not achieved. 

Both policy-makers and planners were posiƟve  about the methods of the consulƟng ciƟzen panel 

and quesƟonnaire survey, since they both provided efficient and focused structure that guided the 

public on the right amount  of feedback to provide to government. However, these parƟcipaƟon 

methods were also too structured, leaving liƩle opportunity for the community to choose the topics 

that they were interested in nor any forum for parƟes with different interests to debate and 

negoƟate potenƟal soluƟons. 

6.6 Discussion and analysis  

In this secƟon, the thesis will invesƟgate into various findings and theories sourced from scholarly 

literature to dissect and comprehend the perspecƟves of stakeholders regarding the community 

parƟcipaƟon process in Chinese urban planning. By drawing upon established research and 

theoreƟcal frameworks, this secƟon aims to elucidate the characterisƟcs and nuances that shape 

these views.  

6.6.1 MulƟple objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon: ambiƟous expectaƟons and 

challenges in community involvement 

The interviews with policy-makers from the government highlighted the mulƟfaceted advantages of 

community involvement in planning processes. Historically, planning in China was characterised by a 

top-down approach, where decisions were made unilaterally by government enƟƟes with limited 

public parƟcipaƟon. However, as the country underwent rapid urbanisaƟon and society became 

more pluralisƟc, the convenƟonal approach faced increasing challenges, prompƟng a shiŌ towards 

public parƟcipaƟon mechanisms to address conflicts between the government and the community 

(Zhou, 2017). Policy-makers and planners were opƟmisƟc and ambiƟous about the effecƟveness of 

community involvement (Chung & Zhou, 2011). In the case of SCP 2040, policy-makers aimed for 

mulƟple objecƟves through community involvement. 
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The primary objecƟve of community involvement, as indicated by the interviews, was bureaucraƟc. 

Policy-makers showed a strong willingness to achieve community consensus. By acƟvely involving the 

public, the government endeavoured to culƟvate an image of inclusivity, counteracƟng tradiƟonal 

percepƟons of top-down governance and showcasing their commitment to collaboraƟve decision-

making (Yeh & Wu, 1999). The extensive media campaign, including local TV news, social media 

plaƞorms, and community newsleƩers, aimed to demonstrate this shiŌ in aƫtude. However, 

instrumental objecƟves were not a priority. Policy-makers admiƩed that community involvement was 

less effecƟve in gathering valuable feedback for the plan due to the public's lack of relevant 

knowledge and limited interest in the process. Consequently, the ideal of community involvement in 

China faced significant challenges in genuinely obtaining feedback or facilitaƟng public scruƟny (L. 

Zhang, Geertman, Hooimeijer, & Lin, 2019). 

One of the primary obstacles is the public's limited capacity to engage effecƟvely, oŌen stemming 

from a lack of awareness, knowledge, or interest in intricate planning details (L. Zhang, Hooimeijer, et 

al., 2019). While policy-makers emphasised using community involvement to educate the public 

about the planning system, public forums and events oŌen served more as plaƞorms to showcase 

governmental intenƟons and achievements rather than genuine engagement sessions. As a result, 

public parƟcipaƟon someƟmes risks being reduced to a tool for governmental propaganda, 

portraying a parƟcular narraƟve or agenda favourably while maintaining the facade of inclusivity. This 

approach turns public parƟcipaƟon into "managed parƟcipaƟon," a process easily controlled and 

manipulated by the government to fit its desired narraƟve (Cai, 2004). 

 

6.6.2 Restricted public parƟcipaƟon operaƟon: Barriers to wider community 

involvement in planning processes 

Community surveys and interviews revealed that tradiƟonal top-down governance has strongly 

influenced norms of non-parƟcipaƟon in governance. In this model, centralised authoriƟes make 

decisions that are passed down to the grassroots level, oŌen creaƟng a disconnect between policy-

making and the actual needs and aspiraƟons of the community. This disconnect fosters alienaƟon 

and mistrust, discouraging public engagement. Lian (Lian & Yin, 2020) notes that governance 

structures also weaken local empowerment. AddiƟonally, tradiƟonal cultural norms emphasise 

respect and compliance toward authority (Marafa, Qi, & Chan, 2019). Such percepƟons further 

reduce the moƟvaƟons of ordinary people to parƟcipate. Interviews highlighted such cultural and 

structural challenges as many residents showed reluctance to parƟcipate acƟvely in governance 

decisions. 
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Despite extensive media campaigns and mulƟple parƟcipaƟon channels, surveys and interviews 

revealed limited public awareness regarding the formulaƟon of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan 

(2040). Most of the public did not understand the plan's intricacies or its direct implicaƟons for their 

daily lives (L. Zhang, Hooimeijer, et al., 2019). Policy-makers acknowledged a reliance on parƟcipaƟon 

tools borrowed from democraƟc naƟons with advanced economies, which oŌen failed in China's 

socio-poliƟcal context. As Tian (Tian, Liu, Liang, & Wu, 2023) noted, these methods did not address 

the centralised governance structure or the limited planning knowledge among the public. 

Consequently, these tools oŌen failed to encourage meaningful feedback or engagement in China (S. 

Zhang et al., 2012). 

Policy-makers also expressed concerns about the legislaƟve framework for public parƟcipaƟon in the 

planning system and noted that while provisions for public involvement exist in current legislaƟon, 

they oŌen lack pracƟcal guidelines to ensure genuine engagement. In parƟcular, the Urban and Rural 

Planning Act, China's principal planning legislaƟon, requires revisions to address the gaps. Although 

the Act explicitly menƟons that public parƟcipaƟon is required in planning processes, it does not 

provide detailed legal guidance for its implementaƟon (Chang & Wu, 2011). Scholars also raised the 

need for a stronger framework with well-defined objecƟves, procedures, and accountability 

mechanisms (Guo & Sun, 2004). Policy-makers have also called for the Act to include pracƟcal 

guidance to help local governments adapt parƟcipaƟon pracƟces to different needs and contexts (P. 

Zhao, 2015). 

AddiƟonally, planning legislaƟon must also address informaƟon accessibility and transparency. A 

well-defined framework should guarantee that all relevant informaƟon is easily accessible to the 

public, enabling meaningful contribuƟons to the planning process. Policy-makers highlighted the 

importance of presenƟng informaƟon in a way that aligns with community comprehension levels. For 

SCP 2040, visual aids, summaries, and explanatory notes helped translate complex planning jargon 

into understandable terms. ProacƟvely creaƟng and sharing accessible informaƟon can capture 

public interest and encourage feedback, especially given the public's limited capacity and interest in 

urban planning maƩers. Ensuring transparency is equally criƟcal. Policy-makers must openly 

communicate the raƟonale behind planning decisions and disclose potenƟal conflicts of interest 

(Qunhui & Kai, 2020). These pracƟces empower the public to parƟcipate acƟvely in planning because 

they foster trust and accountability between communiƟes and planning authoriƟes. Strengthened 

transparency and accountability mechanisms would contribute to more equitable and sustainable 

urban development outcomes. 
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6.6.3 Outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon: perceived success in achieving 

objecƟves with challenges in incorporaƟng public feedback 

The public parƟcipaƟon process for SCP 2040 sought to achieve several objecƟves, such as promoƟng 

government transparency, gathering public input, and educaƟng the public about urban planning. 

Planners in the survey agreed that the process had raised the awareness of SCP 2040 among 

Shanghai residents. Although many residents were aware of the plan, they tended to lack a clear 

understanding of its content. This limited knowledge by residents indicates that the goal of using 

public parƟcipaƟon to educate and sƟmulate public interest in urban planning was only parƟally 

achieved. 

Despite the above limitaƟons, policy-makers, planners and the community viewed the consultaƟon 

effort by the Shanghai government as a significant step forward. The various methods used in the 

consultaƟon, including public forums, expert discussions, and public surveys, were a shiŌ from 

tradiƟonal top-down approaches. The community also believes these methods reflect a government 

commitment to more transparency in planning. Media campaigns and mulƟple parƟcipaƟon 

channels further demonstrated a move toward more interacƟve planning processes.  

However, integraƟng public feedback into SCP 2040 presented significant challenges. Policy-makers 

claimed that they had considered the public input collected through ciƟzen panels, surveys, and 

submissions during the plan-making process. However, they did not disclose how these inputs 

influenced the final plan. Reports prepared by planners detailing how public suggesƟons were 

included were not published. The decisions about the influences of public feedback on the plan were 

enƟrely dependent on the government. 

Moreover, although public submissions and phone calls have been forwarded to relevant specialist 

teams, the process oŌen failed to align with the scale and scope required for a comprehensive urban 

plan. Planners struggled to reconcile the public's diverse viewpoints and preferences with the plan's 

principles or contents. This disconnecƟon implied a managed parƟcipaƟon process controlled by the 

government rather than a genuine two-way engagement. 

Social media plaƞorms provided an alternaƟve for more open and anonymous discussions. For 

instance, aŌer the draŌ SCP 2040 was published, the unrealisƟc populaƟon projecƟon of 25 million 

for Shanghai by 2040 received significant debate online. ArƟcles and discussions on the topic were 

widely circulated on social media. However, the government chose to remain silent and did not 

provide any response to this public enquiry. There was no mechanism to ensure public feedback was 

adequately addressed. 
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6.7 Summary  

Chapter 6 examines public parƟcipaƟon in China and uses the making of Shanghai Comprehensive 

Plan (2040) (SCP 2040) as an example. It also compares these findings from the Australian context 

discussed in Chapter 5. The study reveals that despite efforts to promote SCP 2040 as an inclusive 

iniƟaƟve, public engagement remained limited. ParƟcipaƟon process was highly restricted, with only 

basic informaƟon sharing and consultaƟon. The processes were driven by bureaucraƟc prioriƟes and 

offered minimal opportuniƟes for meaningful public involvement. 

The lack of detailed legislaƟve guidelines strongly constrained the efficacy of public parƟcipaƟon. 

Without clear procedures and mechanisms, local governments have considerable discreƟon in 

designing these processes that aligns with their poliƟcal objecƟves. For example, the efforts of wide 

social media campaign of SCP 2040 is viewed by stakeholders as a government-led showcase to 

demonstrate government’s transparency and accountability. The government highly restricted and 

managed tools like ciƟzen panels and large-scale surveys. The findings raised concerns about 

whether these methods could effecƟvely represent public interest or influence planning decisions. 

Another challenge of public parƟcipaƟon in making SCP 2040 was the public's limited knowledge and 

interest in planning issues. Indeed, the government aƩempted to translate an simplify planning 

informaƟon through public talks, exhibiƟons, and accessible materials. However, the impact of these 

efforts was quesƟonable. Survey results did not indicate significant improvements in public 

awareness or engagement. 

The findings from this chapter connect to the Australian survey in Chapter 5 and set the foundaƟon 

for further analysis in Chapter 7. Chapter 6 highlights the difficulƟes in designing public parƟcipaƟon 

processes that genuinely engage and empower communiƟes in China. Chapter 7 will expand on 

these themes and compare the experiences of China and Australia to offer broader insights about 

the dynamics of public parƟcipaƟon in planning processes.  
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Chapter 7 Analysis and Discussion 

7.1 IntroducƟon 

Chapter 7 describes comparaƟve landscapes of community parƟcipaƟon in urban planning across 

Australia and China, offering a robust analysis and discussion of the findings from this study. Derived 

from the knowledge and insights from the theoreƟcal review and empirical data, this chapter aims to 

reveal the genuine goal of community engagement processes, evaluate their efficacy, and 

understand stakeholder saƟsfacƟon within these divergent socio-poliƟcal and cultural contexts. The 

analysis  is built upon the foundaƟonal quesƟons and objecƟves outlined in Chapters 1, 2 and 3, and 

integrates the legislaƟve, policy, and pracƟce frameworks discussed in Chapter 4, alongside empirical 

insights from Chapters 5 and 6. The discussion aims to enrich our understanding of community 

parƟcipaƟon dynamics in urban planning systems across varied insƟtuƟonal and cultural seƫngs. 

Employing the comparaƟve case study methodology in Chapter 3, the chapter analyses both 

qualitaƟve and quanƟtaƟve data to navigate the mulƟfaceted aspects of community parƟcipaƟon. 

This mixed-methods approach facilitates a systemaƟc exploraƟon of the varied experiences and 

saƟsfacƟon of community engagement in planning in Australia and China. 

StarƟng with an examinaƟon of the three stages of public parƟcipaƟon idenƟfied in the literature 

review (objecƟves, operaƟons, and outcomes), this chapter employs a structured framework to 

compare and contrast these processes between the two countries. It then aligns these public 

parƟcipaƟon pracƟces with diverse planning theories, analysing their ideological underpinnings and 

operaƟonal variaƟons. The analysis highlights how statutory legislaƟon for public parƟcipaƟon 

together with community perspecƟves, aƫtudes and knowledge have shaped the current forms of 

public parƟcipaƟon. The analysis ends with a summary of the strengths and weaknesses of public 

parƟcipaƟon methods within the Australian and Chinese planning systems.  

7.2 Comparison of the public parƟcipaƟon processes in two case 

studies 

7.2.1  ObjecƟves of community parƟcipaƟon 

As idenƟfied in the literature review, there are three general categories of objecƟves of public 

parƟcipaƟon in policy decision-making processes. Firstly, it is believed that input from  wider 

communiƟes will contribute to policy outcomes that balance different interests and thus contribute 

to beƩer policy outcomes overall (Glasbergen, 1994; Habermas, 1984 and 1987; Innes & Booher, 
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1999; Pagliara & Di Ruocco, 2018). Secondly, public parƟcipaƟon should increase general social 

capital by improving social relaƟonships and networks between community members. An individual’s 

sense of responsibility will most likely be enhanced as well as mutual understanding between groups 

with different backgrounds and interests. These factors will ulƟmately lead to conflict resoluƟon, 

more effecƟve decision-making and coordinaƟon and an increased capacity to respond to future 

challenges (Innes & Booher, 1999; Mandarano et al., 2010; Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000). Thirdly, 

bureaucraƟc benefits will arise as governments use their public parƟcipaƟon processes to showcase 

their efforts to solve problems and to achieve legiƟmacy for their decision-making process and policy 

outcomes. 

As discussed in the Chapters 5 and 6, the survey and interview data from both Australia and China 

reveal a different understanding of the objecƟves underpinning public parƟcipaƟon in planning 

decision-making processes. This understanding aligns with the categorisaƟons idenƟfied in the 

literature, such as those by Innes and Booher (1999), who suggest that public parƟcipaƟon serves 

mulƟple purposes. Policy-makers, including planners from government bodies in both naƟons, have 

expressed a clear intenƟon to obtain community opinions and preferences through parƟcipatory 

processes. 

In the Australian case study, government officials addressed the insƟtuƟonal objecƟve as the primary 

driver for public parƟcipaƟon. New South Wales (NSW) decision-makers recognised that gaps in the 

knowledge of policy-makers can be bridged through contribuƟons from communiƟes and industries. 

Moreover, they advocated for the inclusion of the wider community in the decision-making process. 

They asserted that the government is genuine in pursuing a range of stakeholder opinions through 

the parƟcipatory process. 

In contrast, Chinese policymakers have ambiƟous expectaƟons for community parƟcipaƟon. They 

aim to use it as a mulƟfuncƟonal tool for gaining community trust, educaƟng the public, and 

showcasing transparency and openness. This mulƟfaceted approach indicates a strategic uƟlisaƟon 

of public parƟcipaƟon, aligning with global trends towards more inclusive governance. In Shanghai, 

policymakers acknowledge the bureaucraƟc objecƟve of public parƟcipaƟon to enhance government 

legiƟmacy and credibility. They aspire to set a democraƟc and transparent example for other Chinese 

governments by acƟvely involving the community in the development of the Shanghai 

Comprehensive Plan (2040). While acknowledging the importance of public parƟcipaƟon, the 

Shanghai’s approach seemed to prioriƟse the government’s openness and modernisaƟon image over 

the substanƟve engagement of the public in planning decisions. The current low parƟcipaƟon rates 
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and limited public knowledge for community members in China temper the policy makers’ 

expectaƟon on instrumental and social benefits can be achieved in these areas.  

The above findings are consistent with the arguments made by BächƟger, Dryzek, Mansbridge, and 

Warren (2018), and Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015) that in democraƟc socieƟes, public 

parƟcipaƟon has been considered as is an integrated component of  the policy-making process. 

Policy-makers  consider that appropriate parƟcipaƟon is crucial to inform policy outcomes. However, 

parƟcipatory governance is sƟll developing in China. There is a strategic move towards using public 

parƟcipaƟon as an ‘addiƟonal tool’ outside normal planning models to solve problems generated by 

urban complexiƟes with mulƟple objecƟves such as social stability and legiƟmising government 

acƟons (Xixin & Yongle, 2018; Yuen & Yeh, 2011). 

Community members from both countries have reported feeling a heightened sense of responsibility 

and community connecƟon from their parƟcipaƟon. However, they approach the concept of 

consensus building with cauƟon, suggesƟng that while it may occur, it is not a central goal of the 

design of public parƟcipaƟon processes, nor is it a subsƟtute for the intrinsic value of authenƟc 

parƟcipaƟon. 

Opposite to the view of policy-makers, community group members from Australia voiced concerns 

that the objecƟves of instrumental and social benefits were not prioriƟsed in the planning reform 

process. They perceived public parƟcipaƟon as a tool used by the government to project 

transparency and thereby secure public credibility and legiƟmise decision-making, rather than as a 

genuine aƩempt to integrate community input. Unlike in Sydney, community members in Shanghai 

did not express significant disagreement with policy-makers, instead welcoming public parƟcipaƟon 

as a strategy to posiƟon Shanghai as an open and compeƟƟve city. 

The case studies explore the complex interplay of the various objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon. 

While objecƟves like achieving transparency and accountability are oŌen explicitly stated in 

government declaraƟons, the underlying moƟvaƟons can vary greatly. For instance, as suggested by 

the two case studies, legiƟmising governmental control were the unstated aim in both cases. The 

genuine objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon become clearer when examining how parƟcipaƟon 

processes are designed and managed in pracƟce. In Shanghai, the case study revealed that a 

centralised government tended to prioriƟse maintaining control through its parƟcipaƟon iniƟaƟves. 

Furthermore, this study indicates that stakeholders with different interests hold different, or even 

opposing, views on the objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon. These perspecƟves are shaped by their 

individual interests and personal backgrounds (Halvorsen, 2003). As illustrated by the case study in 
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NSW, percepƟons of the objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon can influence how individuals choose to 

engage with and respond to proposals during the parƟcipaƟon process. 

7.2.2 OperaƟon of community parƟcipaƟon  

Many factors influence the operaƟon of public parƟcipaƟon. As idenƟfied in the literature review, the 

objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon are closely linked to the design and implementaƟon of parƟcipatory 

processes (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). Also, the degree to which the public is familiar with 

planning issues and their level of interest also significantly influences the choice of parƟcipaƟon 

methods and tools and their effecƟveness (Jankowski et al., 2019). In addiƟon, the role of planners 

and policy-makers, the moƟvaƟons of key parƟcipants, and the choice of parƟcipaƟon tools and 

methods are interconnected components that define the success and direcƟon of public 

parƟcipaƟon (Brand & Gaffikin, 2007).  

7.2.2.1 SystemaƟc vs. fragmented parƟcipaƟon processes 

In Australian context, the community parƟcipaƟon framework in the planning reform was carefully 

designed and well-organised. There were four stages of parƟcipaƟon in the reform including two 

rounds of consultaƟon in Green Paper (2012), one for White Paper (2013), and one for revised Bill 

(2013).  Each stage matches a specific phase of the reform. For instance, the extensive community 

workshops during the Green Paper (2012)  consultaƟon tended to be parƟcularly effecƟve in 

collecƟng the broad ideas on issues with exisƟng planning systems and preferred soluƟons.  

However, the public parƟcipaƟon process for the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040) took a more 

experimental approach since the formal public parƟcipaƟon in planning is sƟll an emerging concept 

in China. There was no noƟficaƟon or parƟcipaƟon at all during the iniƟal conceptualisaƟon of SCP 

2040. The media campaign and quesƟonnaire survey only occurred aŌer the plan had been designed 

and draŌed. Despite the ‘significant effort’ made as by planners to promote engagement, these 

methods did not significantly increase the involvement of the broader community. The limited 

engagement reflects findings by Healey (Healey, 2020), who argues that effecƟve public parƟcipaƟon 

requires not just innovaƟve methods but also a supporƟve cultural and insƟtuƟonal context. The 

culture of non-parƟcipaƟon in poliƟcs and government decision-making in China, as noted by 

scholars like Tang, Wong, and Lau (2008) may have contributed to the observed low levels of 

engagement.  

Without standard rules on parƟcipaƟon, planners in Shanghai had to be creaƟve to adapt the 

strategies to their local context. They relied on the review of ‘internaƟonal advanced examples’ for 

insights and recommendaƟons for performing consultaƟon funcƟons. However, their focus was to 
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search and borrow the mechanisms and tools for consultaƟon that can be quickly applied in 

pracƟces. There was no intenƟon of understanding how the plan will impact interest tensions and 

power dynamics of different stakeholders (Dang, 2020).  As a result, the public parƟcipaƟon in the 

making of SCP 2040 was fragmented by different consultaƟon tools and mechanisms without a 

comprehensive design of the whole process.  

The contrast between the two approaches highlights the different stages of the development of 

public parƟcipaƟon in the planning systems of the two countries.  The structured and detailed 

approach in NSW reflects a mature system with a long history of public engagement culture. In 

comparison, Shanghai’s exploratory approach shows a system sƟll developing its parƟcipatory 

frameworks. This study also confirms the finding by Zhang, De Roo, & Lu (2012) that with the primary 

goal of seeking economic efficiency and producƟvity, it is difficult for decision makers in China to 

bring in social and environmental consideraƟon in planning spectrum. 

7.2.2.2 ConsultaƟon tools- balancing inclusivity and efficiency 

Another challenge of public parƟcipaƟon in planning is the lack of effecƟve methods to engage the 

public in a meaningful way. Most of the exisƟng parƟcipatory mechanisms are struggling to achieve a 

balance between obtaining valuable input and operaƟonal efficiency. In the case of the Shanghai 

2040 plan, the government employed a structured quesƟonnaire survey as their primary 

consultaƟon tool. Although quesƟonnaire surveys are efficient in collecƟng standardised feedback, 

they largely limit the scope of the areas the community can comment on. The government's efforts 

to raise awareness through media campaigns and public events may have succeeded in distribuƟng 

informaƟon. However, they fell short of establishing a substanƟve two-way dialogue on what the 

community was willing to accept. 

In the case of the planning reform in NSW, communiƟes tended to favoured the open-ended 

workshops in the Green Paper (2012)  consultaƟon where they can freely express their concerns of 

the exisƟng system and thinking towards the future one. In contrast, policy makers found such 

mechanisms ‘difficult to manage and take long to analyse the feedbacks’. There conflicts between the 

level of flexibility for genuine parƟcipaƟon and efficiency in policy-making (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 

2015; Thorpe, 2017). The study indicates the need for a tailored approach which considers both the 

specific context and needs of the community to ensure that the process is not only inclusive but also 

effecƟve in capturing a wide range of in-depth perspecƟves (Fung, 2006). 

The balance between inclusivity and efficiency also raises further quesƟons about the what are the 

underlying objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon. In contexts like Shanghai, where parƟcipaƟon is oŌen 

framed as a means to demonstrate government openness rather than genuinely empower the 
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communiƟes. Tools like quesƟonnaires and wide media campaigns align with these poliƟcal goals. 

Conversely, in NSW, there is general belief that parƟcipaƟon should serve as a mechanism for 

shaping policy design. This perspecƟve has prompted the use of more consultaƟve methods such as 

submissions and workshops, which provide opportuniƟes for detailed community input. 

7.2.2.3 BoƩom-up community power to shape public parƟcipaƟon 

The Australian experience showcases an example of how community groups can shape the direcƟon 

and outcomes of the parƟcipaƟon process. In the NSW planning reform, community groups acƟvely 

challenged the government’s proposals and organised a structured means for community interests to 

be heard (ScaƩoni, 2018). For example, the BeƩer Planning Network, an alliance of community 

groups who had in-depth knowledge in planning system, were able to use various campaigns 

strategies to challenge the ‘unfair’ proposals in the White Paper (2013). Their acƟviƟes extended 

beyond formal government-led processes and fostered a conƟnuous dialogue about urban planning 

issues. The efforts from these community groups demonstrated the potenƟal of grassroots 

movements to shape planning policy outcomes. This finding aligns with the argument of scholars like 

Innes and Booher , who emphasise the role of community groups in enhancing collaboraƟve 

planning and safeguard the principles of democraƟc decision-making (Innes & Booher, 1999). 

Interviews with community groups in Sydney revealed a broad negaƟve aƫtudes from the general 

public towards the noƟon that ‘planning should facilitate development for economic benefit.’ 

Community and environmental groups believed that planning pracƟces should under careful 

assessment that may take Ɵme but can result more sustainable outcomes. Therefore, ideas like 

‘streamlined assessment’ and ‘shiŌ parƟcipaƟon to strategic plan-making’ received strong opposiƟon 

by the community. Similarly, scholars have idenƟfied community groups acƟvely resisƟng planning 

processes that they perceive as favouring development at the expense of community welfare 

(Williamson & Ruming, 2019).  

The absence of such community dynamics in the Shanghai context reveals a more passive 

parƟcipaƟon process. For example, the informal online discussions that expressed the objecƟon to 

SCP 2040 failed to gain the aƩenƟon of the government to response, indicaƟng a disconnect 

between public senƟment and the planning authoriƟes (Wang et al., 2004). There are limited 

avenues formally or informally for the genuine community opinions to be heard or addressed in 

China. The top-down approach to planning in China reflects the controlled poliƟcal expectaƟons 

about the role of the public in governmental decision-making. 



186 
 

7.2.2.4 Shared problem: low moƟvaƟons and capability to parƟcipate  

In both Australia and China, the low public parƟcipaƟon rate and the limited parƟcipaƟon in urban 

planning processes is a shared challenge. Only 20% of community members in the survey in Sydney 

said they had engaged with planning system compared to 7% of the community members in China. 

In the case of NSW, despite the government’s great effort and various mechanisms such as mulƟple 

sessions of community consultaƟon workshops and online submissions in the planning reform, the 

overall parƟcipaƟon rate among the general public sƟll remained modest. This finding suggests that 

there was a gap in moƟvaƟng the wider community to acƟvely engage in the planning process(Kang 

& Van Ryzin, 2019). More comprehensive efforts are needed to address the key barriers like distrust 

of government and low moƟvaƟons to engage prevent the wider community to parƟcipate (Bouregh, 

2022; Creighton, 2005). 

Furthermore, scholars such as Arnstein (1969) and Innes and Booher (1999) have discussed the 

challenges of meaningfully engaging the public in urban planning processes. The findings from this 

study suggest that for the emerging system like China, comprehensive and systemaƟc review is 

required to consider the real objecƟves of parƟcipaƟons. Arnstein's ‘ladder of ciƟzen parƟcipaƟon’ 

provides a framework for idenƟfying opportuniƟes to move from tokenism to genuine 

empowerment. For a more mature planning system in Australia, where public parƟcipaƟon has 

become a common pracƟce for planning maƩers, the focus should be on establishing collaboraƟve 

dialogue and encouraging mutual understanding as suggested by Innes and Booher (1999) 

7.2.3 Outcomes of community parƟcipaƟon 

To evaluate the outcomes of community parƟcipaƟon, the study focuses on two aspects: firstly, the 

level of awareness and saƟsfacƟon from the community and secondly, the extent policy outcomes 

reflect input from community parƟcipaƟon. EvaluaƟon of the outcomes of parƟcipaƟon is important 

because it helps assess whether the process has achieved its stated objecƟves and idenƟfies areas 

for improvement (Burton et al., 2006). 

7.2.3.1 Level of awareness and saƟsfacƟon from the community 

Both policy-makers from the two case studies in the interviews stated improving the awareness of 

the general public on the planning iniƟaƟves as one of the key goals of the public parƟcipaƟon. As a 

result, in Shanghai, 53% of survey respondents were aware of the SCP 2040, compared to only 28% 

in Sydney being aware of the planning reform. The result indicates that the extensive media coverage 

and community acƟviƟes during the making of SCP 2040 successfully raised the awareness of the 

general public. The Shanghai government used various opportunity and packaged all the campaigns 

under the theme called ‘My Shanghai 2024’, which involved public forums and exhibiƟons on the 
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history of urban planning in Shanghai, the drawing and wriƟng compeƟƟons on public’s ideas on the 

future of Shanghai, the adverƟsement in the community centres and the conƟnuous reporƟng on the 

progress of SCP 2040 in local television news have aƩracted the aƩenƟon of the public on this new 

plan being prepared. In comparison, the media campaign on the planning reform in NSW was 

relaƟvely normal and lacked the cohesive and engaging strategies seen in Shanghai. It primarily 

focused on tradiƟonal communicaƟon methods, such as government websites and official 

announcements, without leveraging creaƟve approaches to acƟvely involve or capture the interest of 

the broader public. 

In terms of the level of overall saƟsfacƟon with the community parƟcipaƟon in planning process, 

interesƟngly, there was higher saƟsfacƟon with the parƟcipaƟon processes in Shanghai, with 82% of 

parƟcipants expressing general saƟsfacƟon. In contrast, only 63% of Sydney respondents are saƟsfied 

with the public parƟcipaƟon in the planning reform process. The different level of saƟsfacƟon in the 

two ciƟes can also be explained by the findings of Norbert et al. (2021) that the increased 

parƟcipaƟon will promote the sense of belonging and saƟsfacƟon by community members. In 

Shanghai, even though the influence of public parƟcipaƟon on policy outcomes was limited, the 

noƟceable increase in opportuniƟes for involvement compared to past pracƟces led to greater 

saƟsfacƟon. In contrast, in Sydney, despite the proposed reforms, the percepƟon of reduced public 

parƟcipaƟon in development assessment as the result of planning reform overshadowed any 

potenƟal benefits, leading to dissaƟsfacƟon and resistance among communiƟes.  

The research also assessed the stakeholders’ views on if the parƟcipaƟon processes have achieved 

the objecƟves. The NSW State government planners and policy-makers believed that the 

instrumental objecƟves were achieved. They felt that the input from the public parƟcipaƟon greatly 

contribute to the formaƟon of the White Paper (2013) and draŌ Bill (2013). The document analysis 

on the submission analysis also showed a level of alignment between the proposals and community’s 

opinions. However, community groups in NSW contested this view, arguing that the changes in the 

White Paper (2013) and draŌ Bill (2013) were superficial and failed to address core issues that would 

diminish community involvement in the proposed planning system. This result mirrors the challenges 

highlighted in the literature on the conflicts of evaluaƟng tangible and intangible outcomes of 

planning policies, and the inconsistent assessment outcomes by different interest parƟes (Innes & 

Booher, 1999).  

The findings from this study indicate that public parƟcipaƟon may not be a complete soluƟon of the 

complexiƟes of a ‘stakeholder society’ to achieve universal agreements (Healey, 2020). In such 

socieƟes, each stakeholder group is well-informed and equipped to advocate and protect for their 
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own interests and rights(Halvorsen, 2003; Kang & Van Ryzin, 2019). The NSW planning reform case 

study highlighted this issue that with the tensions between community groups and developers in the 

preferred planning policies, it is difficult to achieve saƟsfacƟon for all stakeholders. As the 

parƟcipaƟon process progressed, community groups shiŌed from negoƟaƟon to acƟvely seeking to 

halt the reform, indicaƟng an intenƟon to move towards confrontaƟon rather than collaboraƟon 

(Kotus & Sowada, 2017). 

For the case study in Shanghai, the public parƟcipaƟon of the making of SCP 2040 appeared to 

achieve more social benefits than other objecƟves. The community members felt that the aƫtude 

and determinaƟon of government to incorporated public parƟcipaƟon in the planning process was 

already a saƟsfied achievement. Similar saƟsfacƟons were idenƟfied from the interviews with policy-

makers that the increased parƟcipaƟon is a posiƟve signal to begin the dialogue between the 

community and government authoriƟes. Such move from the tradiƟonal strong top-down approach 

fostered a sense of connecƟvity and openness from the government (Xixin & Yongle, 2018). Many 

community member believed that the shiŌ towards involving communiƟes in the planning process 

was a progressive step to further promote transparent and accessible government (Yeh & Wu, 1999).  

7.2.3.2 The extent policy outcomes reflect input from community parƟcipaƟon 

The study also assess to extent that the policy outcomes have reflected the feedback received from 

community parƟcipaƟon in the two ciƟes. In the case of the NSW planning reform, there was a 

notable divergence in percepƟons between policy-makers and the community. Policy-makers 

believed that the policy outcomes were significantly shaped by community feedback. This was partly 

supported by the result of document analysis that some items addressed by the communiƟes were 

included in the policy outcomes (Cui & Gurran, 2015). 

However, this perspecƟve was not shared by members of community groups. These groups 

expressed dissaƟsfacƟon with the proposed policy outcomes, arguing that the reform was skewed 

towards pro-growth interests. Their argument was that the reform, despite incorporaƟng some 

community feedback, fundamentally worked for the benefit of development and economic growth 

including the reducƟon of parƟcipaƟon rights in development assessment stages. 

As a result of this perceived misalignment, community groups responded with a vigorous campaign 

to halt the reform. They believed that their efforts in both formal and informal parƟcipaƟon channels 

were decisive in stopping the planning reform. The success of this grassroots’ acƟon demonstrates 

the ability of the community to shape policy outcomes that outside formal parƟcipaƟon processes. 

This finding confirmed the literature by Legacy (Legacy, Cook, Rogers, & Ruming, 2018) that where 
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community power is well-established, community groups are adept at exerƟng their influence in 

parƟcipaƟon processes. 

In China, both policy-makers and community members are concerned about the impact of 

community feedback on policy outcomes. In the making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040), 

which is a complex and strategic plan, it is generally believed that the plan is well beyond the 

comprehension of the average ciƟzen. Policy-makers noted that the quality of feedback from 

community parƟcipaƟon efforts was oŌen poor, irrelevant or non-existent. This  aligns with findings 

from studies like those by (Feng et al., 2020), which highlighted the significant gaps in the 

effecƟveness of community parƟcipaƟon in urban planning in China.  CommuniƟes with limited 

understanding and interest in planning maƩers will have liƩle impact on policy outcomes. 

7.3 Comparison of community profiles and moƟvaƟons of public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning 

7.3.1 General public’s knowledge and willingness to parƟcipate 

The surveys conducted in Shanghai and Sydney provide a comparaƟve perspecƟve on public 

parƟcipaƟon in urban planning, revealing a stark contrast in engagement levels. In Shanghai, a mere 

6% of residents reported parƟcipaƟng in planning processes, compared to 28% in Sydney. This 

disparity may be reflecƟve of the different cultural and insƟtuƟonal approaches to urban planning in 

the two countries. For instance, Zheng (2022), discuss the elite-led planning approach in Shanghai, 

parƟcularly in the context of public art, suggesƟng that public parƟcipaƟon is not always seen as 

essenƟal for a posiƟve recepƟon of planning projects.  

Despite the geographical and cultural differences, low parƟcipaƟon in the urban planning system is a 

shared challenge. The survey shows that 20% of the parƟcipants in Sydney had reported previous 

involvement in planning systems compared to 7% of the parƟcipaƟon in Shanghai. In the interviews 

with community members, the most cited reasons for non-engagement include Ɵme constraints and 

lack of interest. However, literature have idenƟfied there may be deeper structural and systemaƟc 

reasons for the lack of public trust in governmental processes. For example, Williamson and Ruming 

(2020) offers a criƟcal views on the barriers of parƟcipaƟon and suggests that the effort focusing on 

using emerging tools such as digital plaƞorms is insufficient to increase the parƟcipaƟon rate as there 

is sƟll deep-rooted public suspicions that their input will be ignored in the decision-making process 

by the government. 
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In China, the noƟon of parƟcipaƟon in poliƟcal and governmental decision-making is oŌen viewed as 

inefficient or unnecessary(Shan, 2012). Residents in the interviews in Shanghai expressed that 

although they have the interests in planning maƩers, they prefer to express during informal 

discussions over formal channels. This behaviour aligns with the findings of Zheng (2022), where the 

public showed varying interests and aƫtudes towards planning iniƟaƟves based on their locality and 

the context of their everyday lives.  

Demographic analysis of the surveys indicates that older residents in more affluent suburbs are more 

likely to parƟcipate in both ciƟes. This could be due to a combinaƟon of factors, including greater 

social and economic capital as well as previous knowledge and experiences of the planning system. 

People from more affluent suburbs are believed to be more likely to benefit from more homogenous, 

cohesive, community idenƟƟes that facilitate collecƟve acƟon by paying more aƩenƟon to  their 

urban environment (Daren Carroll Brabham, 2010).  

7.3.2 PercepƟons on power influences in planning decision-making processes 

and how public parƟcipaƟon influences planning outcomes 

The surveys in Australia and China reveal that community members in both cases studies believed 

that developers and government bodies dominate the decision-making processes. In Sydney more 

than 50% of parƟcipants in the survey said they believe the community and community groups have 

right amount of power in the planning process. This figure is only 3% for the survey result in 

Shanghai. The contrast reveals the weak role of the community in planning process in China. 

The senƟment in China reflects its historical roots in a centrally planned economy prior to the 1980s, 

where decision-making was Ɵghtly controlled by government authoriƟes. As Wang et al. (2004) and 

Heberer (2009) note that the transiƟon towards a market economy between 1980-2000 has seen a 

rise in the influence of large developers, oŌen in partnership with local governments, to create 

master plans that serve mutual interests. However, the negoƟaƟon on the outcomes of planning 

controls was only between developers and governments without any public input (Li, Li, Li, & 

Webster, 2023).  The community sƟll remained excluded from the planning process (Shan, 2012). To 

address this situaƟon, scholars like Dang (2020) pointed out that China need to a transiƟonal shiŌ 

from bureaucraƟc oriented to a more liberal and pro-democraƟc planning model. 

In Australia, there has been a long history of parƟcipatory democracy in poliƟcal decision-making 

processes, which are regulated by legislaƟon since 1970s (see EPA Act 1979). Although it is sƟll 

essenƟal for developers to establish some ‘informal relaƟonship’ with local governments to promote 

smooth progress of their development applicaƟons (Ruming, 2010), planning legislaƟon has ensured 
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broader confidence from the community in planning decision-making processes (Legacy et al., 2014). 

Despite not always parƟcipaƟng directly in the planning system, there is level of trust among 

community members that the parƟcipaƟon channels allow them legiƟmate avenues for expressing 

their views. As a result, Australian communiƟes generally viewed the distribuƟon of power as 

balanced, with most believing that stakeholders possess an appropriate level of influence within 

planning processes. From the quesƟonnaire survey, communiƟes generally believed that their 

opinions can be voiced through various channels, such as public forums, wriƩen submissions, and 

representaƟve consultaƟons, and that these expressions will be given due consideraƟon by planning 

authoriƟes. Therefore, community campaigns and advocacy against government policies are more 

evident in Australia compared to China as  perceive that their efforts will make a difference. 

7.4 Contextual factors: government legacies, legislaƟve and 

insƟtuƟonal requirements, and percepƟon and awareness from 

communiƟes  

7.4.1 Influence by government legacies: colonial vs. socialist 

The study revealed that structural legacies of governance shape the dynamics of public parƟcipaƟon 

in the planning system. The analysis compares these dynamics by two governance legacies: the 

colonial roots of planning reform in NSW and the socialist governance shaping the SCP 2040 in 

Shanghai. 

7.4.1.1 Structured and constrained parƟcipaƟon of the colonial system 

The NSW planning reform process reflects Australia's colonial history, parƟcularly in its reliance on 

hierarchical decision-making process. The parƟcipaƟon process relied on formal consultaƟon 

methods, such as submissions and community meeƟng, which are the typical consultaƟon methods 

of colonial planning tradiƟons. Scholars like Home (2013) noted that formal consultaƟon tools that 

are commonly applied under colonial government frameworks were shaped by administraƟve 

pracƟces inherited from European empires since the 19th century. However, these tools tended to 

be ineffecƟve in fostering producƟve dialogues or collecƟng authenƟc feedback that are crucial for 

addressing modern planning complexiƟes. 

Power imbalance is another feature of colonial legacies that conƟnue to influence the public 

parƟcipaƟon in Australia. The situaƟon of socio-economic inequaliƟes, spaƟal injusƟces, and urban-

rural divisions, rooted in colonial governance principles, sƟll excludes marginalised communiƟes in 
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the planning decision-making (Holston, 2007). Healey (2020) criƟques such power injusƟces as key 

obstacles to creaƟng inclusive planning frameworks.  

In the NSW planning reform, these power dynamics were evident, as the process and outcomes 

largely reinforced exisƟng socio-economic hierarchies. The formal and informal parƟcipaƟon 

channels are all dominant by groups by groups with experƟse, capabiliƟes and resources. There is no 

moƟvaƟons or intenƟon to acƟvely seek opinions from marginalised groups. In such system, 

parƟcipaƟon may further stretch the historical inequiƟes as observed by YiŌachel (2006) and Porter 

(2006). 

7.4.1.2 Uniform and state-driven parƟcipaƟon by the socialist system 

On the other hand, the development of SCP 2040 highlights the strong influence of socialist 

governance on public parƟcipaƟon. In this system, public engagement is  a tool that aligns with 

government objecƟves but oŌen neglects individual and community perspecƟves and empowerment 

(Fung & Wright, 2001).  O'Brien (2008) also quesƟoned the authenƟcity and legiƟmacy of ciƟzen 

parƟcipaƟon in an authoritarian system, where governments’ interests oŌen override grassroots 

voices and diminish their willingness to contribute. Jensen (2006) noted that socialist governments 

exclude the diverse insights of the community, which are essenƟal in building equitable and 

responsive planning outcomes. Yeh and Wu (1999) noted that while socialist planning may be able to 

deliver large-scale urban development efficiently, it frequently neglects the needs of individuals and 

communiƟes at the micro-level. 

The case study of the making of SCP 2040 is a representaƟve example confirming the above 

discussion. The parƟcipaƟon process was structured to align with government pre-determined 

objecƟves which reflected the government-driven nature of socialist governance. This approach 

framed public parƟcipaƟon more as a managed process to support Shanghai government’s vision 

rather than as an avenue for genuine ciƟzen engagement. The design of the process highlighted the 

Shanghai government’s emphasis on presenƟng an image of openness and inclusiveness.  

The wide media campaign highlighted the government’s commitment to Shanghai’s future as a 

leading global city, focusing on ambiƟous visions and promises of future development. However, 

these communicaƟons were carefully arƟculated to avoid raising conflicƟng issues that might have 

disrupted the narraƟve. The consultaƟon process further reinforced this controlled approach since 

the methods used, such as quesƟonnaire surveys, were designed to efficiently collect standardised 

responses within a set Ɵmeframe. In the opinions of both policy-makers and communiƟes, the 

outcomes from the parƟcipaƟon did not have much value in changing the content of SCP 2040. The 
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direcƟon and final decisions for the plan remained firmly in the control of government authoriƟes 

and leŌ minimal opportuniƟes for alternaƟve discussion from the community. 

7.4.2 Influence of statutory legislaƟon and policy context on public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning 

LegislaƟve frameworks not only set objecƟves and operaƟonal requirements for community 

parƟcipaƟon but also influence the level of influence between stakeholders and government 

authoriƟes. UlƟmately, legislaƟon is the fundamental factor impacƟng the overall effecƟveness of the 

parƟcipaƟon process. This secƟon explores the legislaƟve dynamic on public parƟcipaƟon through 

considering three key aspects. 

7.4.2.1 LegislaƟve regulaƟons enable the framing of objecƟves and content of community 

parƟcipaƟon  

Governance around public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning is heavily influenced by legislaƟve 

frameworks. These regulaƟons determine the methods and extent to which the public can engage in 

the planning process. They set the stage for how parƟcipaƟon is solicited, the kind of informaƟon 

that is sought from the public, and how this informaƟon is used in the planning process. The 

effecƟveness of public parƟcipaƟon is largely conƟngent on these legislaƟve frameworks, as they 

provide the necessary structure and guidelines for meaningful community involvement. 

The literature has idenƟfied the influences from insƟtuƟonal requirements on how public 

parƟcipaƟon processes are governed and how powers in the planning system are distributed and 

managed. (Pløger, 2021) suggested that public parƟcipaƟon is implemented by law, which provides a 

formal pracƟce and a series of decisions to determine how professional knowledge, private and 

pracƟce ethics, place and scene sense, tacƟcs and strategies are generated. The poliƟcally adopted 

planning laws and regulaƟons give specific treatment to the planning process (land use plan, 

parƟcipaƟon rights, guidelines, etc.), which can become a "process with excessively recognised 

funcƟons" and a "directory" for decision-making. 

More specifically, the literature suggests that a clearer set of objecƟves and more specific 

requirements for the process of public parƟcipaƟon, including its Ɵming,, would promote authenƟc 

parƟcipaƟon  and also ensure accountability, transparency and the efficiency of public parƟcipaƟon  

(Brody et al., 2003).  

The two case studies confirmed arguments in the literature that different types of governance have 

influences on public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces. Two influences from top-down legislaƟve requirements 

can be idenƟfied on the process of public parƟcipaƟon. Firstly, the statutory requirements of public 
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parƟcipaƟon such as the Ɵming of consultaƟon, the period of noƟficaƟon and methods for collecƟng 

public opinions provides planners and pracƟƟoners with a basic model to draw on and encourages 

the formaƟon of procedures to fulfill these requirements. Without formal requirements for public 

parƟcipaƟon procedures, there is no reason for policy-makers to provide these parƟcipaƟon 

methods (Aref & Redzuan, 2009). Secondly, more profoundly, the long-term enforcement of these 

public parƟcipaƟon acƟviƟes gradually fosters increasing knowledge of the planning system by each 

interest group, as well as strengthening the understanding of the interests and posiƟons between 

interest groups. This knowledge and understanding helps each interest group to beƩer achieve  

benefits in the public parƟcipaƟon process. 

The long-Ɵme enforcement, relaƟvely detailed regulaƟons and developed government procedures 

provided NSW government officers with familiar paths to design and deliver public parƟcipaƟon 

acƟviƟes. They  had clear perspecƟves on the objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon, understood their key 

stakeholders and competently  undertook consultaƟon methods such as public submissions and 

community meeƟngs. On the other hand, communiƟes including key interest groups also understood  

the processes of public parƟcipaƟon and had the capacity to be involved and provide meaningful 

feedback. It is evident from the interviews that these stakeholders were familiar with the planning 

system and knew to what extent the proposed planning reform would increase or reduce their 

benefits.  

In comparison, public parƟcipaƟon is a relaƟvely new concept in planning pracƟces in China.  

Provisions for public parƟcipaƟon in planning legislaƟon sƟll lack details and guidance   on how it can 

be implemented (L. Zhang, Geertman, et al., 2019). In the case study of the making of SCP 2040 in 

Shanghai, however, planners had to be exploraƟve and innovaƟve in designing a parƟcipaƟon 

program within a limited Ɵmeframe.  They reviewed internaƟonal best pracƟce examples  to develop 

their own parƟcipaƟon schemes which may not have been suitable for Shanghai.   Due to the 

unfamiliarity of communiƟes with public parƟcipaƟon acƟviƟes, the Shanghai government decided 

to use an online quesƟonnaire survey which was an  easier choice for the community as it provided  

pre-populated opƟons to choose from. 

LegislaƟon  can prescribe  formal mechanisms in the planning system to dictate how public 

parƟcipaƟon  processes are undertaken and how powers of different stakeholders are enabled 

(Metzger, Soneryd, & Tamm Hallström, 2017). Pre-determined processes have influences on the 

choices planners make in craŌing and implemenƟng a public parƟcipaƟon program (Brody, 2003). 

The compulsory requirements of public parƟcipaƟon in planning legislaƟon provide a baseline for 

planners to draw on to safeguard the minimum requirements of parƟcipaƟon (Roberts, 2004). The 
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lack of appropriate insƟtuƟonal instruments may lead to inefficiency, lack of certainty and therefore 

the failure of parƟcipaƟon pracƟces (Wesselink, Paavola, Fritsch, & Renn, 2011). 

7.4.2.2 LegislaƟve regulaƟons on public parƟcipaƟon decide the distribuƟon of powers between 

stakeholders  

LegislaƟve regulaƟons on public parƟcipaƟon significantly influence how power is distributed among 

stakeholders in urban planning, determining the balance of authority and representaƟon. For 

example, Metzger et al. (2017) illustrates how these regulaƟons establish formal structures while 

shaping the exercise of power in community parƟcipaƟon. Depending on their design and 

implementaƟon, these regulaƟons can amplify community voices or restrict their influence to a 

tokenisƟc role. Klein and Arts’s (2022) research demonstrates how specific legislaƟve frameworks 

either enable or hinder public influence over planning decisions. Planners may feel hesitate to 

explore for more effecƟve methods if they already complied with the procedural requirement for 

consultaƟon. ParƟcipaƟon process is constructed by the laws and guidelines, which create a 

standardised environment with predefined rules, formal structures, and an uncontested agenda Such 

an environment oŌen fosters  discussions that are not necessarily open or unrestricted (Pløger, 

2021). Bylund (2012) argues that when public parƟcipaƟon in planning is geared towards achieving 

poliƟcal predictability and consensus, parƟcipaƟon processes prioriƟsed predictability over 

meaningful change. 

This is evident in the case of planning reform in NSW, where legal requirements for public 

parƟcipaƟon predominantly focus on procedural aspects like public noƟficaƟons, comment periods, 

and the Ɵming of parƟcipaƟon opportuniƟes. TradiƟonal methods, such as public submissions and 

meeƟngs, are oŌen revered but criƟcised for their inability to foster true collaboraƟon (Abbot, 2020; 

Innes & Booher, 2004).Over Ɵme, this has led to a 'normalised procedure' for public parƟcipaƟon 

that, while meeƟng legal requirements, establishes only a minimum baseline for public involvement.  

The way in which legislaƟon is craŌed and implemented can create spaces for inclusive and equitable 

parƟcipaƟon or. The legal framework sets the stage for public parƟcipaƟon, defining its scope and 

limitaƟons, thereby determining the extent to which different stakeholders can exert influence 

(Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991). The legislaƟve control over public involvement oŌen sets 

parameters that can both enable and simultaneously limit community power. This is a point of 

contenƟon among scholars.  Arnstein (1969), for example, highlights the inadequacy of power vested 

in the public, and the consequent superficiality of parƟcipaƟon compared to how liƩle civil power 

the public really have.  
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In Shanghai, public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning is guided by the Law on Urban and Rural Planning 

(2007), which mandates consultaƟon but follows a more centralised, top-down approach. The 

government largely controls the process, which manages and limits the extent of influence the public 

can make. Although tools such as public meeƟngs and wriƩen submissions are widely used, they 

rarely translate into meaningful changes of planning decisions.  

In New South Wales, the framework offers clearer procedures for public input, but this does not 

always result in collaboraƟve planning. Compared to Sydney, parƟcipaƟon in Shanghai is typically 

more restricted, with greater emphasis on administraƟve control and less opportuniƟes for broad 

community engagement.  

Both ciƟes formally recognise the public's role in planning, but the extent to which these frameworks 

produce meaningful outcomes depends largely on the poliƟcal culture and how openly the 

government accepts public input. Without a commitment to implement suggesƟons gained from 

public parƟcipaƟon processes, even well-designed parƟcipaƟon laws risk becoming symbolic rather 

than genuine and effecƟve. 

7.4.2.3 Without proper legislaƟon and scruƟny, public parƟcipaƟon is more likely to be used as a 

tool to achieve the bureaucraƟc purpose of government  

Without proper legislaƟon and oversight, public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning oŌen becomes a 

formality that reinforces bureaucraƟc objecƟves rather than enabling democraƟc engagement. For 

instance, Innes and Booher (2004) illustrates how inadequate legal frameworks allowed parƟcipatory 

processes to legiƟmise decisions without genuine community involvement. This situaƟon can lead to 

public disengagement, as the parƟcipatory processes are perceived as mere formaliƟes without real 

influence on policy outcomes. MacDonald (2018) discusses how parƟcipatory processes were used to 

validate pre-exisƟng decisions, without considering community input. 

The two case studies show that a comprehensive and detailed legal framework for public 

parƟcipaƟon has influences on the extent to which governments may use public parƟcipaƟon to 

realise their poliƟcal aims. In the case of the making of SCP 2040 in China, there were neither clear 

statutory requirements nor well-shaped public parƟcipaƟng processes. From the interviews with 

government officers, it seemed that planning pracƟƟoners in China were more willing to accept that 

public parƟcipaƟon can be an opportunity to adverƟse achievements of the government and 

legiƟmate government decisions. However, government officers in NSW  tended to insist that the aim 

of public parƟcipaƟon was for insƟtuƟonal benefits  such as improving policy outcomes for 

communiƟes rather than just to obtain consensus or legiƟmacy, although such views were opposed 

by some community groups. 
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Some of the events organised by the Shanghai government in the name of ‘public parƟcipaƟon’, such 

as inviƟng ciƟzens to draw pictures of their desired future Shanghai, or public forums on the cultural 

tradiƟons of Shanghai, did not provide much informaƟon that could be used to improve policy 

outcomes. Rather, these acƟviƟes aƩempted to show off the achievements and openness of the 

Shanghai government. In addiƟon, no reports on how the results of the quesƟonnaire surveys had 

influenced the making of SCP 2040 were made available for the public In NSW, however, the state 

government published a summary report on  public consultaƟon outcomes and addressed how they 

had changed policies to address community input. Thus, the public parƟcipaƟon process had 

achieved the basic quality standard and transparency.  

7.4.3 Influence by the community:  knowledge, interests and influences of 

acƟve ciƟzens 

CommuniƟes bring local knowledge, lived experiences and diverse perspecƟves into the public 

parƟcipaƟon process. Their understanding and percepƟons play an essenƟal role in designing and 

carrying out public parƟcipaƟon. 

7.4.3.1 The level of knowledge and interest shapes how  public parƟcipaƟon processes are 

designed and performed   

Community knowledge, interests, and aƫtudes play a crucial role in shaping the effecƟveness of 

public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning. As seen in the two case studies, the advanced knowledge and 

capacity held by the community groups in NSW on planning system enabled them to be more acƟve 

and efficiently in securing their benefits. A wide range of literature supports the noƟon that the 

success of public parƟcipaƟon depends on the community's interest and understanding (Brannan et 

al., 2006; Coglianese, 2004). Surveys in both countries show that most respondents felt they lacked 

the knowledge needed to engage acƟvely in planning processes. This finding reflects Antonini's 

(2015) observaƟon that ciƟzens oŌen struggle with the complexity and technical demands of 

modern planning issues.  

Another significant barrier to community involvement idenƟfied in the literature is a lack of trust in 

the impact of their opinions on policy outcomes  (Fowler & Kam, 2007). This distrust oŌen originates 

from the percepƟon that public input is ignored or used as propaganda to legiƟmise pre-determined 

decisions. When individuals feel that their contribuƟons will not make any difference, they will not 

make efforts to get involved. Further, the repeated experiences of negaƟve feedback or exclusion 

have a cumulaƟve effect so that people do not appreciate the relevance of their own values to the 
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system. This was  evident in  the making of SCP 2040 where none of the people who filled out the 

survey believed that community input would make any difference to policy outcomes. 

7.4.3.2 Dominance of acƟve community groups in public parƟcipaƟon 

In the planning reform process in NSW, acƟve community members, with professional backgrounds 

in planning, law, and architecture, had a significant influence. These individuals, referred to as ‘criƟcal 

ciƟzens’ by scholars (Norris, 1999), had the knowledge and skills that enabled them to engage deeply 

in policy discussions, idenƟfy flaws in the system, challenge government proposals and advocate 

effecƟvely for their interests.  

 The BeƩer Planning Network (BPN) in NS was a coaliƟon of community and environmental groups 

fighƟng against the planning reform and full of ‘criƟcal ciƟzens’. They advocated for more public 

parƟcipaƟon and transparency and wanted to push for more environmental sustainability in the 

planning system. Their members had a good understanding of planning laws, as evidenced in their 

interviews. They engaged in various  communicaƟon channels such as Facebook, online peƟƟons and 

protests to advocate their voice.  

In fact, the alignment of such acƟve ciƟzen groups was so powerful that they even challenged the 

tradiƟonal influenƟal players like developers and business associaƟons. In the case of the NSW 

planning reform, it seemed that these community groups drove the direcƟon of the planning reform.  

The dominance of acƟve ciƟzens creates a parƟcipaƟon gap. The broader community who  lack the 

same level of knowledge, resources, or Ɵme, finds it harder to engage in the process. The lack of  

voices from the wider community raised a criƟcal concern about the inclusivity of the process. Policy-

makers noted that the interests of  vocal parƟcipants were not necessarily aligned with the broader 

community’s needs. To address this issue, the NSW government decided to use mechanisms like 

ciƟzen juries, which involved a representaƟve sample of the populaƟon, to bridge the parƟcipaƟon 

gap to obtain more balanced views from the wider community. 

In Shanghai, community groups have played a smaller role in urban planning due to the city’s 

centralised, top-down governance structure. While these groups exist, their ability to influence is 

limited compared to those in NSW, since the government controls consultaƟon processes, restricƟng 

their ability to shape policy. However, since the early 2000s, non-governmental organisaƟons and 

local community groups have gradually taken on a bigger role in advocaƟng for more transparent and 

inclusive planning, though their impact remains limited. Future research should explore the growing 

role of community groups in Shanghai to see how their influence might evolve as urbanisaƟon 

progresses. 
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7.5 Summary 

Chapter 7 compares the outcomes of the two case studies through exploring the objecƟves, 

operaƟons and outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon in planning systems in Australia and China. It 

examines the influences from legislaƟve frameworks, parƟcipaƟon cultures, and stakeholder 

dynamics and aƩempts to evaluate how public parƟcipaƟon is shaped in these two disƟnct 

government systems. 

The chapter analyses the objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon against three elements idenƟfied in the 

literature: instrumental objecƟves for improving policy-making processes and outcomes; social 

objecƟves for fostering social cohesion, and bureaucraƟc objecƟves for legiƟmising government 

acƟons. In Australia, public parƟcipaƟon is believed to improve the fairness and quality of decision-

making through  incorporaƟng diverse community input reflecƟve of established democraƟc 

tradiƟons. However, in China, public parƟcipaƟon is considered more as a means to fulfill the 

objecƟves of  the government and help with building an image of transparency and openness. Such 

differences reflect the tradiƟons of governance and culture in  the two systems. 

Public parƟcipaƟon represents a complex interacƟon between  parƟcipants, planners and 

consultaƟon methods. Both cases in the study highlight the challenges of creaƟng meaningful 

parƟcipaƟon within the broader community. In Australia, parƟcipaƟon oŌen depends on acƟve 

interest groups. They can establish influenƟal communicaƟon channels outside of formal 

parƟcipaƟon processes provided by the government. In China, only tokensim top-down consultaƟon 

mechanisms such as media campaigns and quesƟonnaire surveys are used. These methods tended to 

prioriƟse efficiency over meaningful two-way communicaƟon. 

The chapter also examines the outcomes of parƟcipaƟon in the two case studies and compares the 

gaps between expectaƟons and actual influences. In the case of the NSW planning reform, policy-

makers believed that public input had influenced the reform proposal. However, the community 

expressed strong dissaƟsfacƟon and argued that the parƟcipaƟon process and outcomes  favoured 

development interests. InteresƟngly, in Shanghai, the community showed a level of saƟsfacƟon for 

the increased opportuniƟes for geƫng more involved than in previous projects. Even so, they tended 

to believe that they did not have the knowledge or skills to make producƟve suggesƟons and 

therefore would not have any impact on policy outcomes. Such differences indicate cultural and 

insƟtuƟonal factors can shape community expectaƟons and saƟsfacƟon levels with public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning processes. 
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The chapter then discussed the importance of governance legacies and legislaƟve frameworks in 

driving parƟcipaƟon processes. Australia’s colonial history tended to shape their structured but 

constrained parƟcipaƟon frameworks. These frameworks are capable of ensuring the right 

procedures are being conducted but are unable to promote creaƟve and transformaƟve policy 

design. In China, socialist governance principles were deeply embedded in the system that prioriƟses 

government efficiency and stability over collaboraƟon. These legacies have shaped the design of 

parƟcipaƟon mechanisms and power distribuƟon among stakeholders. 

Knowledge, interests and aƫtudes in the community also  influence the public parƟcipaƟon process 

It is obvious that urban planning is not a popular topic for the community due to the comprehension 

barrier involving complex legislaƟon and policies. In Shanghai, the parƟcipaƟon process had to shiŌ 

its focus to educaƟng ciƟzens about planning. QuesƟonnaire surveys were  used due to their 

simplicity of use, although their effecƟveness for recording genuine ideas was doubƞul. In 

comparison, communiƟes in Sydney showed more diverse and informed knowledge of the planning 

system. For example, members of community and environmental groups, who are wide range of 

occupaƟons and backgrounds are able to use their skills in planning system and acƟvely involved. As 

a result, the planning reform in NSW employed consultaƟon methods such as submissions and 

stakeholder meeƟngs that supported richer dialogue and negoƟaƟon than the case in Shanghai. 

One notable feature of the NSW planning reform was the influence of acƟve ciƟzen groups. Groups 

like the BeƩer Planning Network (BPN) challenged the reform proposals by organising powerful 

campaigns, such as peƟƟons or public forums, to rally community opposiƟon. These groups, formed 

by well-informed and equipped individuals, used various campaign methods to effecƟvely halt the 

progression of the planning reform. Their efforts shiŌed the balance of power that were 

predominated by developers and industrial groups who believed to have resources for organising 

influenƟal campaign. This case study demonstrates how ciƟzen-led iniƟaƟves can influence planning 

decisions. 

This chapter provides a comparaƟve analysis of public parƟcipaƟon processes in urban planning in 

Australia and China. It examines the case study findings against insights from the literature review in 

Chapter 2. By discussing the objecƟves, operaƟonal processes and outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon 

in the two countries, the chapter highlights how government legacies, legislaƟon and cultural 

contexts and stakeholder dynamics shape parƟcipatory processes. The chapter addresses the 

complexiƟes and difficulƟes in achieving meaningful engagement across diverse contexts. These 

insights will be used in Chapter 8 to integrate broader theoreƟcal and pracƟcal implicaƟons for public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning.  
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Chapter 8 Conclusion of the thesis 

8.1 IntroducƟon 

Chapter 8 concludes this thesis. The chapter begins with a review of the main findings, organised 

according to the three research quesƟons introduced in Chapter 1. Differences between  the 

objecƟves, operaƟonal processes and outcomes of public parƟcipaƟon  in the two case studies are 

explored and reasons given for them. The analysis focuses on the influences of governance legacies, 

insƟtuƟonal frameworks and community dynamics in shaping parƟcipatory processes. 

The chapter goes on to highlight the contribuƟons of the research. It discusses how the insights of 

this study can benefit planning theory and pracƟces specifically. The three-stage framework used in 

this study has the potenƟal to provide scholars, planning pracƟƟoners and the community with a 

structured framework to narrate and comprehend parƟcipaƟon processes in a systemaƟc manner. 

The study also fills a gap by examining public parƟcipaƟon in less democraƟc seƫngs. The case study 

of Shanghai presents the unique characterisƟcs of public parƟcipaƟon under a centralised 

governance environment.  

The chapter then examines the limitaƟons of the study. For example, it acknowledges the difficulty of 

comparing systems with fundamentally different poliƟcal and cultural contexts. It also describes  the 

challenges generated by subjecƟve data and a small survey sample size. These limitaƟons are 

important factors to consider when interpreƟng the research findings. 

Finally, the chapter outlines recommendaƟons for future research, which could include expanding 

the research focus to include examining public parƟcipaƟon processes from a wider range of 

governance systems. The study also calls for studies on how influence is exercised in planning 

decisions and how to overcome barriers to encourage broader community involvement. Thus, the 

chapter Ɵes together the findings and provides a roadmap for advancing the study and pracƟce of 

public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning. 

8.2 Summary of main findings based on research quesƟons 

This secƟon provides an overview of the main findings of the research. Findings from this study 

highlight the huge influence of government legacies, legislaƟve frameworks and community 

knowledge and interests on the public parƟcipaƟon process. These factors are interrelated and have 

significant implicaƟons for how public parƟcipaƟon should be designed, implemented and evaluated 

in pracƟce. 
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Research QuesƟon 1: How do the policy design objecƟves for public parƟcipaƟon in urban 

planning differ between Shanghai, China, and Sydney, Australia, and how do their disƟnct poliƟcal 

legacies, insƟtuƟonal frameworks, and parƟcipaƟon cultures impact the objecƟves? 

In both ciƟes, policy-makers and planners in their interviews stressed the instrumental benefits of 

public parƟcipaƟon. They believe that the purpose of public parƟcipaƟon is to enhance the quality of 

policy outcomes. In the planning reform in NSW, under an established democraƟc system, both 

policy-makers and the community expressed greater confidence that public parƟcipaƟon contributes 

to more inclusive policy outcomes. This confirms  Burton’s (2009) statement that pracƟƟoners oŌen 

perceive public parƟcipaƟon as a tool for gathering diverse viewpoints that provide valuable input for 

policy-making.  

However, a deeper analysis reveals that the objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon oŌen conceal 

underlying bureaucraƟc goals. ParƟcipaƟon tends to be used as a tool to achieve consensus and 

obtain public support for policy proposals (Forester, 2006). Despite the planning system in NSW 

having a long history of statutory requirements for public parƟcipaƟon, during the period of the 

reform proposal, the community argued that consultaƟon mechanisms were tokenisƟc and that the 

reform proposal favoured pro-development interests. This senƟment  accords with the observaƟons 

of Forester (2006) and Arnstein (1969) that statutory regulaƟons oŌen allow governments to 

manipulate the process to suit bureaucraƟc goals, such as consensus-building or securing 

predetermined policies and that public parƟcipaƟon does not always empower the community in 

decision-making processes} also agrees  

In comparison, the bureaucraƟc objecƟves of public parƟcipaƟon are even more evident in Shanghai. 

Both policy-makers and the community felt government wanted to use public parƟcipaƟon as a 

method to promote an image of transparency and openness. With a more centralised governance 

model, the principles and scope of public parƟcipaƟon remain Ɵghtly managed. The primary 

objecƟve is the maintenance of authority rather than open and community-driven engagement. The 

poliƟcal legacy of top-down governance in China conƟnues to shape public parƟcipaƟon processes, 

limiƟng the extent to which public involvement influences decision-making. This finding also 

supports Morrison and Xian’s (2016) observaƟon that public parƟcipaƟon in China is oŌen tokenisƟc 

and limited by insƟtuƟonal structures focusing on meeƟng poliƟcal leaders’ performance targets 

over meaningful public engagement. In both contexts of Australia and China, despite the official 

narraƟves of promoƟng genuine parƟcipaƟon, the realiƟes reveal a prioriƟsaƟon of bureaucraƟc 

goals. This finding reinforces Zakhour’s (2020) argument that the influences of the manipulated 

parƟcipaƟon are to maintain poliƟcal power.  
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Research QuesƟon 2: What operaƟonal mechanisms for public involvement are employed in urban 

planning in Shanghai, China, and Sydney, Australia, and how are these mechanisms influenced by 

the respecƟve poliƟcal, insƟtuƟonal, and cultural contexts of each city? 

The study shows that operaƟonal processes for public involvement in urban planning in Shanghai 

and Sydney are greatly shaped by the poliƟcal, insƟtuƟonal, and cultural contexts of each city. The 

insƟtuƟonal framework set basic requirements of procedures of public parƟcipaƟon. In Sydney, 

public parƟcipaƟon has been a legislaƟve requirement since the 1980s under the Environmental 

Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act), which guides planners in applying consultaƟon 

procedures and selecƟng parƟcipatory methods. The commonly used parƟcipaƟon methods include 

public noƟficaƟon and submissions, community consultaƟon, and using digital plaƞorms to facilitate 

community involvement. Such relaƟvely long history of compulsory requirements for parƟcipaƟon 

has encouraged key stakeholders such as community groups and developers to acquire enough 

knowledge and capacity to engage successfully in the process (Buijs et al., 2016). In the case of the 

planning reform in NSW, some acƟve ciƟzens with greater interest and abiliƟes are able and willing to 

challenge the planning reform proposals and align themselves with other like-minded people. 

However, policy makers in the interviews doubted the representaƟveness of these ‘acƟve ciƟzen’ of 

the general public, which supported the findings from Fung (2015).  

In contrast, Shanghai's parƟcipatory mechanisms are less rigidly defined. Although there is 

requirement to include the public in ‘planning maƩers’ in general, there is lack of explicit guidelines 

such as when should consultaƟon start or what methods should be used. The development of 

Shanghai’s SCP 2040, for example, revealed an experiment involving innovaƟve approaches to public 

engagement. Without formal procedures to follow, planners had to review the best pracƟces globally 

which they believed to be advanced in parƟcipaƟon pracƟces. Although various consultaƟon 

mechanisms including large-scale media campaigns, city-wide quesƟonnaire surveys, ciƟzen 

representaƟve consultaƟons and public forums were employed, there is no intent for the community 

to influence the pre-designed plan. As Healey (1992) argued, parƟcipatory processes have to adapt 

to specific contexts, and in Shanghai the barriers for deep engagement stemmed from the interacƟon 

of centralised governance legacies and the limited knowledge and interest from the community. The 

research findings suggest that while statutory frameworks provide a procedural foundaƟon for public 

parƟcipaƟon, both top-down government aƫtude and intenƟon on parƟcipaƟon and boƩom-up 

community interests and knowledge in planning play crucial roles in shaping how parƟcipaƟon is 

performed in both ciƟes. 
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Research QuesƟon 3: What are the specific outcomes and influences of public parƟcipaƟon on 

urban planning processes in Shanghai, China, and Sydney, Australia, given their differing poliƟcal, 

insƟtuƟonal, and cultural environments? 

The outcomes and influences of public parƟcipaƟon on urban planning processes in Shanghai and 

Sydney are deeply influenced by the poliƟcal, insƟtuƟonal, and cultural environments of each city. In 

Sydney, public parƟcipaƟon has resulted in tangible changes to planning proposals such as the 

reinforce of ESD (Environmentally sustainable development) in the objecƟves of the Bill (2013) and 

the removal of 80% target for code assessable developments in the White Paper (2013). However, 

many community groups argue that these changes focusing on minor issues that have less influences 

on community’s benefits, rather than addressing the fundamental flaws in the planning reforms. 

Similar findings are noted by Rydin and Pennington (2000) that governments are able to craŌ the 

policies in ways that appear inclusive but ulƟmatly preserve exisitng power structures. This tension 

between the official narraƟve of inclusion and the reality of community involvement highlights the 

limitaƟons of parƟcipaƟon processes that are driven by bureaucraƟc objecƟves (Porter, 2016). These 

findings confirm the statements by Brownill and Parker (2010), that while public parƟcipaƟon can be 

formally integrated into the planning framework, its depth and influences are oŌen constrained by 

poliƟcal consideraƟons, reflecƟng a superficial level of engagement. 

In Shanghai, the influences of public parƟcipaƟon on policy outcomes are even more constrained by 

the government’s Ɵght control on community influence. Although ciƟzen panel and quesƟonnaire 

surveys were conducted to collect public’s input, planners in the interviews admiƩed that they did 

not generate any influences on altering the contents of the plan. The wide media campaign 

selecƟvely exposed the informaƟon that help to adverƟse the government’s achievements. The SCP 

2040 development provides a clear example of how the Chinese government portrays its 

parƟcipatory process as a democraƟc model, yet the reality remains one of limited community 

influence. The findings are in consistent with suggesƟon by Lim et al (2023) that in China, a clear 

insƟtuƟonal framework with detailed procedures for public parƟcipaƟon would help ensure a 

consistent standard and quality of engagement in planning processes. 

In both case studies, the actual influences of public parƟcipaƟon on policy outcomes are constrained 

by the procedural and poliƟcal frameworks that govern the process. In Sydney, the emphasis on 

formal procedures ensures transparency but tends to only address surface-level concerns. In 

Shanghai, the centralised system prioriƟses control, limiƟng the transformaƟve potenƟal of 

parƟcipatory processes.  As Bailey and Pill (2015) suggest, meaningful change through public 
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parƟcipaƟon relies not only on the existence of parƟcipatory mechanisms but also on the readiness 

of poliƟcal actors to relinquish some level of control. 

8.3 ContribuƟons of this study 

This research provides valuable insights for both planning theory and planning pracƟces on public 

parƟcipaƟon. The findings offer a deeper understanding of planning theory in relaƟon to  processes 

of public parƟcipaƟon under different poliƟcal and cultural contexts.  The research also contributes 

and provides guidance on how to design public parƟcipaƟon strategies suitable for unique 

governance legacies, legislaƟve frameworks and community profiles. 

8.3.1 ContribuƟons to parƟcipaƟon theories in urban planning 

This thesis contributed to the procedure theory of public parƟcipaƟon. By mapping and classifying 

parƟcipaƟon theories and studies from the literature, the study summarised a three-stage process to 

understand public parƟcipaƟon, namely, its objecƟves, operaƟonal processes  and outcomes. This 

framework echoes the structured approaches discussed by Bryson et al. (2013), Innes and Booher 

(1999), and Forester (1996) who all emphasised the need for a systemaƟc approach to understand 

parƟcipaƟon. This research aƩempted to test this three-stage process by applying it to two case 

studies of public parƟcipaƟon in Australia and China respecƟvely. It also reviewed and examined the 

key elements of each stage to enable more in-depth understanding of the process.  

This research also fills a gap in understanding the development of public parƟcipaƟon in planning in 

less democraƟc seƫngs. As idenƟfied in the research design chapter, most of the exisƟng studies and 

parƟcipaƟon theories are developed based on the pracƟces in western developed countries. 

However, public parƟcipaƟon in planning in les democraƟc s democraƟc countries, and especially in 

developing countries, is very different from the ‘popular’ parƟcipaƟon theories in countries as  

varying poliƟcal and cultural environments shape parƟcipaƟon theories and pracƟces. The findings of 

this study align with the observaƟons of Lim et al.(2023) and Wan and Chiu (2008), who highlight the 

unique parƟcipatory dynamics in state-led contexts. This research therefore contributes to the 

understanding of how the processes of public parƟcipaƟon in planning systems operate differently 

according to the poliƟcal context. It used the procedural framework developed from the literature 

review as the comparison framework to idenƟfy similariƟes and differences of public parƟcipaƟon 

processes in different countries. 

This research also offers an analysis of the debate around the efficiency of top-down legislaƟon 

seƫng rules for public parƟcipaƟon and how this legislaƟon ensures the assumed benefits from 

public parƟcipaƟon. As suggested by Arnstein (1969) and Healey (1996), while detailed and 
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comprehensive legislaƟon can enforce basic standards such as informaƟon, noƟficaƟon and 

consultaƟon, it cannot ensure the quality and accountability of public parƟcipaƟon processes nor can 

it manage compeƟƟon for power and stakeholder conflicts. 

The research confirms the findings of Fung (2006) that communiƟes with higher experƟse and 

knowledge in the subject policies tend to be more criƟcal of public parƟcipaƟon processes, whereas 

those with less understanding are more easily influenced by governments. This dynamic is also 

reflected in the studies by Rydin and Pennington (2000), and Bailey and Pill (2015), that discuss the 

significance of community capacity on driving parƟcipatory outcomes. 

8.3.2 ContribuƟons to public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces in planning systems 

The thesis also contributes to enhancing public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces within urban planning systems 

in three potenƟal areas. Firstly, three three-stage framework developed in this study provide both 

the planners and community members an effecƟve mechanism to understand and manage public 

parƟcipaƟon in planning processes, which is thought to be an important factor for successful policy 

pracƟces (Bryson et al. 2013; Shipley and Utz, 2012). For planners and pracƟƟoners, this framework 

can be used to design, monitor and evaluate public parƟcipaƟon processes in planning pracƟces. The 

more detailed elements within each stage can help planners and policy-makers idenƟfy gaps, refine 

their strategies and align parƟcipaƟon pracƟces with broader policy goals. The final stage of 

outcomes also highlights the necessity of closing the feedback loop by informing parƟcipants how 

their input have influenced the final outcomes. For the public, this framework offers a pracƟcal guide 

to navigaƟng complex planning processes that are thought to be technical and difficult for the public 

to comprehend (Healey, 2020). This framework breaks down the parƟcipaƟon process into 

manageable stages with clearly defined components, which simplifies the technical systems and 

empowers communiƟes to understand their rights and opportuniƟes. The increased transparency 

and accountability generated by this framework helps bridge the knowledge gap between planners 

and parƟcipants and foster trust in the system. 

Secondly, the thesis idenƟfies the importance of legislaƟve frameworks to support effecƟve 

parƟcipaƟon processes. The findings from two case study highlight that a well-established legislaƟve 

foundaƟon sets up standard parƟcipaƟon processes and maintains consistency across planning 

systems. These statements support the findings of Brody et al.(2003) and Rydin and Pennington 

(2000). For example, the long history compulsory parƟcipaƟon requirement on public parƟcipaƟon in 

Australia has formed a culture of parƟcipaƟon among all stakeholders and, as a result, more acƟve 

and influenƟal parƟcipaƟon is idenƟfied in Sydney than Shanghai. For pracƟƟoners, legislaƟon serves 

as a baseline to guide their approach to consultaƟon and ensures that essenƟal steps are taken. For 
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the community, legislaƟon provides them with confidence that necessary acƟons are in place to 

protect their rights and interests. This study suggests that planning legislaƟon should mandate basic 

requirements for public parƟcipaƟon, such as clarifying objecƟves , basic procedures and 

consultaƟon methods and defining what maƩers to consult on. It is important that significant 

planning decisions are subject to public scruƟny by legislaƟon. Over Ɵme, well-designed legislaƟon 

should foster collaboraƟon by building trust and promoƟng a culture of healthy communicaƟon 

between stakeholders. 

Thirdly, the study reveals why public parƟcipaƟon processes should reflect the unique profile of the 

local community, who have different levels of knowledge, interests and ability to parƟcipate. 

ParƟcipaƟon processes should not be a standard ‘one-size-fits-all’. Planning pracƟƟoners need to 

consider the specific needs and circumstances of their local communiƟes (Kahila-Tani et al., 2019; 

Shipley & Utz, 2012). For example, in China, communiƟes have limited knowledge or interest in 

planning processes. Rather than purely learning from the consultaƟon methods from established 

planning processes in developed countries, planners may adopt a more creaƟve and hands-on 

approach, such as acƟvely geƫng out into the community to observe their daily acƟviƟes and thus  

uncover hidden needs. This study raises a criƟcal point that planners in China should be facilitated 

with the skill of translaƟng complex planning terms into simple and easy-to-understand daily 

language to ensure all community members are able to comprehend the proposed planning 

iniƟaƟves. 

In Australia, however, where more ciƟzens acƟvely engage in public parƟcipaƟon acƟviƟes, a 

planner’s role may shiŌ to a facilitator or a mediator. They should build up their listening and 

facilitaƟng skills to promote producƟve dialogue and foster two-way communicaƟon among 

stakeholders with different or even conflicƟng interests such as developers and community groups. 

In addiƟon, consideraƟons should be given on creaƟng new mechanisms and avenues to encourage 

meaningful input from less vocal individuals- the ‘silent majority’, who might not have engaged in a 

public parƟcipaƟon process before. Some emerging efforts such as ‘ciƟzen jury’ adopted by the City 

of Sydney Council seem to address this issue. This approach acƟvely brings in a diverse group of 

individuals into an intensive and educaƟonal engagement process. From the series of training 

sessions and discussions in ciƟzen jury meeƟngs, the parƟcipants gain a deep understanding of the 

planning maƩers and are then able to provide meaningful feedback and insights into the proposed 

policies. 

As planning processes conƟnue to evolve in both Sydney and Shanghai, the issues raised in this study 

are sƟll relevant. In Sydney, recent discussions around ongoing planning reforms show a conƟnued 
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push for more inclusive parƟcipaƟon.  New ideas like ciƟzen juries are gaining more aƩenƟon. In 

Shanghai, more local organisaƟons are starƟng to speak up for beƩer community involvement and 

more open planning processes.  

These changes show why the strategies and frameworks in this thesis maƩer. They also suggest that 

public parƟcipaƟon will keep being a challenge and an important topic for future research and 

improvement in both ciƟes. 

8.3.3 Methodological contribuƟons 

This study is based on a pragmaƟc research design (Creswell, 2017) that prioriƟses real-world 

pracƟcal soluƟons over focus on rigidly theoreƟcal paradigms. By adopƟng this approach, the study 

integrates methods and data that best address the research quesƟons (Sanyal, 2005; Zimmermann & 

Momm, 2022). The comparaƟve approach in this study enables the idenƟficaƟon of similariƟes and 

differences in public parƟcipaƟon pracƟces across different systems and invesƟgates how specific 

cultural and insƟtuƟonal factors shape parƟcipaƟon processes. The comparison also provides a 

unique perspecƟve to examine each case study from a contrasƟng poliƟcal and social context that 

would be impossible to detect otherwise.  

Indeed, the challenges of conducƟng research in different jurisdicƟons are well recognised by 

scholars (Esser & Vliegenthart, 2017; Pickvance, 2001). The study demonstrates a replicable and 

scalable methodology which allow future researchers to use the same approach to invesƟgate public 

parƟcipaƟon in diverse cultural or governance seƫngs. Although the persistent issues of cross-naƟon 

comparison such as units, level and scale of comparison; construct equivalence; and issues of 

causality (Mills et al., 2006) sƟll exist, this research provides insights for other researchers who are 

interested in building broader understandings of the ways in which normaƟve objecƟves around 

parƟcipaƟon are mediated by poliƟcal, legal, and social characterisƟcs. 

Overall, despite the research limitaƟons discussed in Chapter 3 (relaƟng to the difficulƟes of 

comparing very different case studies, generalising from small quesƟonnaire samples, and verifying 

individual interviewee responses), the research methods adopted by this study—proved effecƟve in 

illuminaƟng the ways in which governance tradiƟons and cultural norms intersect with the interests 

and willingness of individuals to parƟcipate in planning processes.   

8.4 DirecƟons for future research  

This research explores the top-down and boƩom-up dynamics in shaping public parƟcipaƟon in 

urban planning in Australia and China. One observaƟon from the study is that these dynamics oŌen 
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depend on, and influence, each other. For example, enhancing the community’s capacity to 

parƟcipate oŌen requires a top-down framework that embeds parƟcipaƟon in legislaƟon. 

Meanwhile, the performance of these legislaƟve frameworks will heavily depend on the public’s 

willingness and ability to engage in the process. Efforts should be made to balance and connect 

government-led iniƟaƟves with the wider community's involvement to achieve meaningful 

engagement. 

The planning reform in NSW brings in an interesƟng phenomenon that, despite strong public 

parƟcipaƟon policies and a long history of democraƟc governance, acƟve involvement in planning 

processes oŌen comes from a small, elite segment of society. Such groups, with their resources and 

experƟse, can navigate planning systems effecƟvely, while most of the populaƟon remain excluded. 

This example highlights the need for future research to explore the barriers to parƟcipaƟon 

experienced by ordinary people, and how to trigger and maintain their interest in planning and in the 

mechanisms of public parƟcipaƟon to ensure that parƟcipaƟon reflects the diversity of the broader 

community. An example of such a creaƟve mechanism is the ciƟzen jury, already menƟoned, that 

was used by the City of Sydney with a diverse range of individuals who parƟcipated in the 

educaƟonal and deliberaƟve process and ulƟmately, were able to produce meaningful input into the 

policy decision-making process.  

In Shanghai, the government’s top-down planning system has made it harder for community groups 

to be involved in urban planning. Even though these groups exist, their influence is sƟll quite limited 

because the government controls most parts of the planning process. Future research should focus 

on how these community groups can find ways to deal with these challenges to enhance genuine 

and fair public parƟcipaƟon in planning system. Increasingly, powerful stakeholders are oŌen able to 

shape the communicaƟon and construct planning narraƟves to support their interests. Consequently, 

these stakeholders can gain influence over decisions, which can disadvantage the wider community. 

For example, during the planning reform process in NSW, acƟve community groups, developers, and 

industry groups oŌen dominated discussions. Their resources and experƟse allowed them to frame 

narraƟves in their favour. Future research is recommended to invesƟgate the strategies these groups 

use to shape communicaƟon and promote their influence. Researchers should also examine the 

implicaƟon of such manipulated influence and assess how these pracƟces impact the inclusivity and 

fairness of planning processes. 

Lastly, further research could benefit from exploring the process of public parƟcipaƟon beyond the 

comparison between Australia and China and include case studies from a diverse range of systems. 

Case studies from emerging democracies or transiƟoning governance systems might reveal how 
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parƟcipaƟon evolves in different contexts. Such a broader comparaƟve approach would provide a 

richer understanding of the global pracƟces of public parƟcipaƟon in planning. 
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Appendix 2: QuesƟons of survey in Sydney 

 

Questionnaire for Residents in Sydney  

 

Public parƟcipaƟon in urban planning includes community consultaƟons during applying permissions 

for individual development from local councils or the State government, and in the making of state, 

regional and local land use plans. 

This survey asks your opinions about parƟcipaƟon in urban planning decisions. It also asks about 

your views on the performance of public consultaƟon on recent proposals including the Green Paper 

(2012), the White Paper(2013) and draŌ Bills (2013) for a reform to the NSW planning system 

(currently on hold). You are invited to parƟcipate in this survey whether or not you have had any 

prior experience with local processes or the making of the Planning Reform. 

The survey is anonymous. The answers you provide will be coded and only used for staƟsƟcal 

analysis and there is no idenƟficaƟon of the parƟcipants. You only need to Ɵck the most appropriate 

answer from the answers provided or write on the spaces provided. 

If you have any quesƟon relaƟng to this study, please contact me on 0430 338 400 or email to 

ƟngƟng.cui@sydney.edu.au. 

Thank you for your parƟcipaƟon. 

TingƟng Cui 
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1. Have you ever aƩended a meeƟng 
or wriƩen a submission about a 
planning issue or engaged in the 
planning process in another way? 

  Yes (please specify how you parƟcipated and 

go to quesƟon 3) 

 

 

  No 

2. Can you suggest why you did not 
parƟcipate in planning issue?  

  I am too busy 

  It is not relevant to my life 

  It is difficult for me to understand/parƟcipate 

  The government will not hear my opinions 

  Other (Please specify) 

3. Which of the following issues or 
planning process do you think 
should involve more community 
parƟcipaƟon as legal requirement 
for decision-making? (You can Ɵck 
more than one) 

  Making of land use plan affecƟng what future 

development and change can occur  

  Assessing proposals for small-scale residenƟal 

developments (for instance, new houses and 

extensions of exisƟng houses) 

  Assessing proposals for medium and high 

density residenƟal developments (for instance, 

town houses, and apartments ) 

  Assessing proposals for local faciliƟes (for 

instance, libraries or community centres )  

  Assessing proposals for major developments 

(for instance, industrial sites, large-scale mixed-use 

development) 

  EvaluaƟon and monitoring plans 

  Other (Please specify) 

4. To what 
extent do you 
think 
community 

a. Local planning 

decision-making? 

  Very influenƟal 

  InfluenƟal 
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views have 
influenced  

  Unsure/Neutral 

  UninfluenƟal 

  Very uninfluenƟal 

b. Regional or 

State planning 

decision-making? 

  Very influenƟal 

  InfluenƟal 

  Unsure/Neutral 

  UninfluenƟal 

  Very uninfluenƟal 

5. To what extent do you agree 
community members have 
sufficient amount of right of 
appeal on planning decisions that 
affect them? 

  Strongly agree 

  Agree 

  Unsure/Neutral  

  Disagree 

  Strongly disagree 

  

6. Are you aware of the recent 
proposals of the Green Paper, the 
White Paper and draŌ Bills that 
aim to introduce a new planning 
system for NSW (If not, please go 
to quesƟon 9)? 

  Yes  

  No  

7. Did you parƟcipate any of the 
consultaƟon processes?  

  Made a wriƩen submission 

  AƩended a meeƟng/forum held by the State 

government or local council 

  PeƟƟon 

  Other (please specify) 

8. Why do you think the government 
was proposing to introduce a new 
planning system for NSW?  

  Please write here 

  I do not know. 
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9. Do you think the exisƟng planning 
system provides sufficient 
opportunity for community 
involvement? 

  Yes 

  No 

10. How do you think the planning 
system could be improved in terms 
of public parƟcipaƟon? (You can 
Ɵck more than one) 

  Increasing parƟcipaƟon and community’s 

influence in the making of metropolitan and 

regional plans 

  Increasing parƟcipaƟon and community’s 

influence in the making of local land use plans 

  Increasing parƟcipaƟon and community’s 

influence in the assessing of developments in local 

areas 

  Increasing right of appeal for community 

members on planning decisions that affect them 

  Other (please specify) 

11.  Please circle on the most appropriate statement in your opinion 
“The State government has (   too much/   the right amount/   too liƩle) influence in 

planning decision making in my local area” 

“Local governments have (   too much/   the right amount/   too liƩle) influence in 

planning decision making in my local area” 

“Community groups and NGO have (   too much/   the right amount/   too liƩle) 

influence in planning decision making in my local area” 

“Developers have (   too much/   the right amount/   too liƩle) in planning decision 

making in my local area” 

“Property owners have (   too much/   the right amount/   too liƩle) influence in 

planning decision making” 

“The media (   is able to/   cannot) accurately report issues associated with planning 

system and specific development proposals” 

  

Gender   Male 
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   Female 

Age   25 or under 

   26-45 

   45-65 

   65 or older 

Working status   Part-Ɵme employment 

   Full-Ɵme employment 

   Unemployment 

   Studying 

   ReƟred 

   Other (please specify) 

Highest educaƟon level   High school 

   Diploma or cerƟficate 

   Bachelor degree 

   Postgraduate degree 

   Other (please specify) 

First language   English 

  Mandarin 

  Thai 

  Other (please specify) 

Years of residency in Sydney   Less than 2 years 

   2-5 years 

   More than 5 years 
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Appendix 3: QuesƟons of survey in Shanghai 

 

Questionnaire for Residents in Shanghai 

 

 

This survey asks your opinions about parƟcipaƟon in urban planning decisions. It also asks about 

your views on the performance of public consultaƟon on the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040). 

You are invited to parƟcipate in this survey whether or not you have had any prior experience with 

local processes or the making of the Shanghai Comprehensive Plan (2040). 

 

The survey is anonymous. The answers you provide will be coded and only used for staƟsƟcal 

analysis and there is no idenƟficaƟon of the parƟcipants. You only need to Ɵck the most appropriate 

answer from the answers provided or write on the spaces provided. 

 

If you have any quesƟon relaƟng to this study, please contact me on XXXXX or email to 

ƟngƟng.cui@sydney.edu.au. 

 

TingƟng Cui 
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1. Have you ever engaged in 
any of the following types 
of parƟcipaƟon in relaƟon 
to planning processes or 
decisions (please Ɵck)? 

  Plan-making processes (for example, the making of  

Comprehensive plan, community planning strategies) 

  Assessment of individual development  

  Others (please specify) 

 

2. Which of the following 
issues or planning 
processes do you think 
should involve 
community parƟcipaƟon 
as legal requirement for 
decision-making? 

  Plan-making processes (for example, the making of 

Comprehensive plan, community planning strategies) 

  Assessment of individual development  

  Others (please specify) 

3. To what extent do you 
think your opinions and 
parƟcipaƟons are 
important to contribuƟng 
to beƩer planning policy 
outcomes? 

  Not important at all 

  Not very important 

  Somewhat important 

  Quite important 

  Very important 

  

4. Are you aware of the 
Shanghai Comprehensive 
Plan (2040)? 

  Yes 

  No 

5. Have you ever 
parƟcipated in the 
making of Shanghai 
Comprehensive Plan 
(2040) (If not, please go 
to quesƟon 10)? 

  Yes 

  No 

6. How did you express your 
opinions? 

  Submit wriƩen or online submissions 

  AƩend community consultaƟon 

  Others (please specify) 

7. What issues did you 
expressed? 

  Open ended 

8. To what extent are you 
saƟsfied with your 

  Very saƟsfied 
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opportuniƟes to 
parƟcipate in the making 
of the Shanghai 
Comprehensive Plan 
(2040)? 

  Quiet saƟsfied 

  Generally saƟsfied 

  Not very saƟsfied 

  Not saƟsfied at all 

9. Can you specify which 
areas in this process need 
to be improved in terms 
of your opportuniƟes for 
parƟcipaƟon? 

Open ended 

10. Which of the following 
public parƟcipaƟon 
methods do you prefer in 
consultaƟons on planning 
maƩers in your local 
area? 

  Public noƟficaƟons at community centres 

  Online discussion forums 

  Online 3D model showing opinions 

  Public consultaƟon meeƟngs 

  Telephone or in person surveys 

  Others (please specify) 

11. To what extent do you 
agree with the following 
statements? 

 

“The State government has (  too much/  the right amount/  too liƩle) influence in 

planning decision making in my local area” 

“Governments have (  too much/  the right amount/  too liƩle)influence in planning 

decision making in my local area” 

“Community groups and NGO have (  too much/  the right amount/  too liƩle) 

influence in planning decision making in my local area” 

“Developers have (  too much/  the right amount/  too liƩle)in planning decision 

making in my local area” 

“Property owners have (  too much/  the right amount/  too liƩle)influence in 

planning decision making” 

“The media (  is able to/   cannot) accurately report issues associated with planning 

system and specific development proposals” 
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Gender   Male 

   Female 

Age   25 or under 

  26-40 

  41-55 

  56 or older 

Working status   Part-Ɵme working 

  Full-Ɵme working 

  Not working 

  ReƟred 

  Others (please specify) 

Highest educaƟon level   Middle school 

  Diploma or cerƟficate 

  Bachelor degree 

  Master and higher 

  Others (please specify) 
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Appendix 4: Interview topic for government officers 

 

 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS / TOPICS FOR INTERVIEWS  

(Government officers in Sydney and Shanghai) 

 

 

The semi-structured interviews canvas the experiences and opinions of the planning system, 

and the need for change to enable more public participation in planning decisions. 

Key topic areas will guide interviews are: 

 

 The importance of public participation in planning 
 Whether the planning system includes appropriate and sufficient participatory rights 
 Problems or obstacles affecting participation in planning processes 
 Views about the need to change (reform) planning systems 
 Views about the motivations of planning reforms 
 Views of the efficacy of previous planning system and reforms relating to public 

participation 
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Appendix 5: Interview topic for residents and community groups 

 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS / TOPICS FOR INTERVIEWS (Residents/community 

representatives in Sydney and Shanghai)  

 

 

The semi-structured interviews and focus groups canvas the experiences and opinions of 

the planning system, and the need for change to enable more public participation in planning 

decisions. 

 

 

Key topic areas will guide interviews are: 

 

 

 The importance of public participation in planning 
 Whether the planning system includes appropriate and sufficient participatory rights 
 Problems or obstacles affecting participation in planning processes 
 Knowledge and experiences of local planning processes 
 Views about the need to change (reform) planning systems 
 Views, if any, of the efficacy of previous planning system and reforms relating to public 

participation 
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Appendix 6: Summary of interview informaƟon 

Interview ID City Participant Category Descriptor 
Date of 
Interview 

COM-SH-01 Shanghai 
Community 
representative/member Community Member 7 26/04/2016 

COM-SH-02 Shanghai 
Community 
representative/member Community Member 8 2/03/2016 

COM-SH-03 Shanghai 
Community 
representative/member Community Member 9 7/04/2016 

COM-SH-04 Shanghai 
Community 
representative/member Community Member 10 5/04/2016 

COM-SH-05 Shanghai 
Community 
representative/member Community Member 11 29/03/2016 

COM-SH-06 Shanghai 
Community 
representative/member Community Member 12 12/02/2016 

COM-SH-07 Shanghai 
Community 
representative/member Community Member 13 22/04/2016 

GOV-SH-01 Shanghai Government sector Government Officer 1 30/05/2016 
GOV-SH-02 Shanghai Government sector Government Officer 2 8/02/2016 
GOV-SH-03 Shanghai Government sector Government Officer 3 19/04/2016 
GOV-SH-04 Shanghai Government sector Government Officer 4 21/03/2016 
GOV-SH-05 Shanghai Government sector Government Officer 5 4/05/2016 
GOV-SH-06 Shanghai Government sector Government Officer 6 2/05/2016 
GOV-SH-07 Shanghai Government sector Government Officer 7 28/03/2016 
GOV-SH-08 Shanghai Government sector Government Officer 8 11/05/2016 

COM-SYD-01 Sydney 
Community 
representative/member 

Community Group 
Member 1 15/07/2015 

COM-SYD-02 Sydney 
Community 
representative/member 

Community Group 
Member 2 1/07/2015 

COM-SYD-03 Sydney 
Community 
representative/member 

Community Group 
Member 3 26/08/2015 

COM-SYD-04 Sydney 
Community 
representative/member 

Community Group 
Member 4 2/09/2015 

COM-SYD-05 Sydney 
Community 
representative/member 

Community Group 
Member 5 5/08/2015 

COM-SYD-06 Sydney 
Community 
representative/member 

Community Group 
Member 6 2/07/2015 

GOV-SYD-01 Sydney Government agency Government Officer 1 9/06/2015 
GOV-SYD-02 Sydney Government agency Government Officer 2 19/08/2015 
GOV-SYD-03 Sydney Government agency Government Officer 3 7/08/2015 
GOV-SYD-04 Sydney Government agency Government Officer 4 12/06/2015 
GOV-SYD-05 Sydney Government agency Government Officer 5 18/06/2015 
GOV-SYD-06 Sydney Government agency Government Officer 6 4/09/2015 
GOV-SYD-07 Sydney Government agency Government Officer 7 3/09/2015 
GOV-SYD-08 Sydney Government agency Government Officer 8 4/08/2015 

 




