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Introduction 
 
The complexity of present society confronts the authorities with their limits. In times of 
reflexive modernization (Beck, Giddens & Lash, 1997) policymakers have increasing 
difficulties to control social, economical and ecological risks and problems. Therefore they 
are in search for ways to improve the decision making process and to regain citizen’s 
confidence. Both objectives imply that authorities have to redefine their starting points and 
strategies. Traditional pathways and clear-cut problem solving procedures have lost their 
legitimacy. More and more one is convinced that the complex and dynamic problems of 
present day society cannot be solved by one (or a few) central ‘control rooms’, but that 
instead the solution for such problems is situated within the unpredictable dynamics of 
interaction among different stakeholders. In this way, the solution of urgent and conflictual 
societal problems becomes more and more subject of intense public debates. 
In various domains of society increasing attention goes to ‘active participation’ of the actors 
involved. Emphasis is laid on the competences, responsibility and self-activity of the actors, 
who invited to participate in all kinds of problem solving, decision making and learning 
processes (Baggen, Masschelein & Wildemeersch, 2000). We see that governments and 
policy makers increasingly invite the public to come to a common understanding of things to 
be done and about the role of each partner involved. By emphasizing mutual interaction 
between all actors involved, authorities aim at meeting better the expectations of target groups 
and at improving the quality of policy planning processes. Debate and discussion are essential 
in view of inventing alternative futures, of discovering common interests and of creating 
mutual purposes, of challenging their belief when confronted with other points of view and of 
constructing competing visions of community, to transform conflict into consensus (Fiorino, 
1997). 
 
It is important for such ‘interactive’ policy making processes, that citizens are actively 
involved in all stages of policy making: the stage of agenda setting, the stage of developing 
the frameworks used to make policy choices and the stage of making policy choices.  
 
The tendency towards a more participatory and interactive approach also applies to 
environmental issues. Governments and administrators tend to involve target groups and 
stakeholders more and more in the debate about environmental problems and in the search for 
sustainable answers. The basic assumption is that active citizenship and sustainability are 
inseparable, and that the solution of environmental problems requires a continuing effort of all 
people. Holemans (1999) argues that the model of a dialogical democracy offers the best 
chances for a more democratic approach to ecological problems. Only when citizens are 
involved in the debate, there are opportunities for the necessary change of attitudes.  
 
In this paper we present a research project that examines the possibilities and the boundaries 
of a participatory approach in the domain of sustainable forest extension. The research project 
is about including different stakeholders in the planning and implementation of new urban 
forests in Flanders. The action research aims to enhance a social learning approach of 
participation, involving various societal groups in the analysis and the solution of problems 
and developing multidimensional and transparent interaction and communication patterns 
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between the diverse actors of policy making processes. The intended result of the research 
project is to develop a ‘communication model’ to contribute to the development of a more 
communicative and participatory approach of forest extension projects (and other projects of 
nature development and sustainable development) and to explore the possibilities and 
boundaries of such an approach.   
 
First, we will discuss the concept of social learning, which was the conceptual framework for 
our research. In the next paragraph we give a short description of the research project. Third, 
we will report on the research results mainly based on the analysis of two concrete cases in 
Flanders. We will discuss different degrees of participation and the conditions that are 
necessary for a participatory approach.We will stress that the developed ‘communication 
model’ is not to be seen as a ‘blueprint model’, but that instead a participatory approach 
requires a lot of flexibility and will always remain a vulnerable and unpredictable process.  
 
The concept of social learning 
 
A dialogical/participatory democracy requires the strengthening of the role of the citizen. This 
can be made possible by the creation of ‘public spaces’ where individuals have the 
opportunity to share and validate their stories, experiences, opinions and arguments. Only 
when citizens are actively involved in the debate, there are opportunities for the necessary 
change of attitudes.  
These interactions and debates imply (non-formal) learning processes, which we describe as 
‘social learning processes’ (Wildemeersch e.a., 1995, 1997; Wildemeersch e.a., 1998). Social 
learning is about the learning processes of participatory systems that make use of the 
competencies of the stakeholders. It enables participatory systems such as groups, networks, 
organizations and communities, to cope with new, unexpected, uncertain, conflictual and 
unpredictable circumstances. Central to the concept of social learning is the emphasis on the 
optimal use that should be made of the problem solving potential of the participatory system 
(a group, a network, an institution, a community…).  Innovative learning by competent actors 
is therefore a common (central) characteristic of social learning. Learning in this approach is a 
process of ‘actively giving sense’ and is not longer based on pure 'expert based' objective 
knowledge. This learning process is an open-ended process: all actors together are faced with 
the never-ending task to search for new answers and new solutions again and again.  
A lot of initiatives of interactive policy making that are a response to reflexive modernization, 
can be characterized as social learning. Also the practice of ‘city forestry planning’ in which 
our research group is currently involved is an attempt to combine policy planning with 
learning processes.  
 
A model of social learning 
In our opinion social learning takes place in relation to four dimensions: action, reflection, 
communication and negotiation (see figure pg 145). Each of these processes is characterized 
by particular tensions. Social learning therefore is about finding optimal and dynamic 
balances between these tensions, in accordance with the peculiar conditions and needs of 
concrete contexts and challenges. 
 
The first dimension, the action dimension, is about the actual planning that takes place. 
Groups of different stakeholders negotiate with each other about what ends they want to 
achieve and what means are to be mobilized. This action or planning dimension reveals a 
tension between the (often contradictory) needs in a community and the competencies 
available to meet those needs. 
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The second dimension is about reflection. In the first place interactive policy making relates 
to the development of adequate strategies to reach the goals of the planning. This activity 
mobilizes the traditional rational reflectivity. Next to that, such participatory processes need 
other forms of reflectivity which have to do with the identification of the stakeholders with 
the planning, the group, the subject of policy. This identification is reinforced by various 
symbols, rituals and narratives which emerge from the planning process. We call this part of 
the reflectivity 'aesthetic reflectivity'. The reflection dimension thus shows a tension between 
rational reflectivity and aesthetic reflectivity.  
 
The third dimension is about communication. On the one hand, all actors in the 
communicative planning process operate with their own hidden agendas and try to 
(unilaterally) control the debate. On the other hand, participatory planning presupposes the 
input of different perspectives and a close cooperation between ‘experts’ and 
‘laymen’(multilateral control). 
 
The last dimension is about negotiation. Participatory systems are continually trying to reach 
agreement about the goals to be achieved and the means to mobilized. Yet, on the other hand, 
all groups are conflictual in nature: they deal with differences in perception, interpretation and 
interest among group members end among the group and external actors. Processes of social 
learning result from coping with tensions and contradictions rather than neglecting them, and 
consider conflicts as opportunities for learning. They balance between consensus and 
dissensus. 
 
Creativity, power and responsibility 
Inherent to social learning is that the actors involved develop creative answers to the 
challenges they cope with. In doing so, they face issues of power and responsibility.  
Participation and social learning processes do not imply a power-free dialogue. Power 
interferes with the processes; both insiders and outsiders try to manipulate and to act 
strategically (Leeuwis, 2000). The actors involved have different capacities to act related to 
the sets of social and organizational relationships they represent in the interaction. These 
differences of ‘power’ affect processes of action, reflection, communication and in particular 
negotiation. Power is not given or taken away: it is always being negotiated.  
Social learning is incomplete when issues of responsibility are not taken into consideration. 
With respect to both the outcomes and the process, the participants share a responsibility as to 
whether what they do is right, just, human etc. (Cervero & Wilson, 1994). 
 
(See Figure pg 145) 
 
The research project: social learning and the planning of new urban forests in Flanders  
 
Problem definition and research aims 
The research project we are involved in is about including citizens and local stakeholders in 
the planning and implementation of new ‘city forests’ in Flanders (Belgium). On the 
European as well as on the Flemish level, the importance of forest extension is increasingly 
part of politics of sustainable development. The presence of green areas in general and of 
urban forests in particular, becomes increasingly important for the liveability of the cities. 
Therefore, the Flemish Government aims at realizing 10.000 hectares of forest extension on 
its territory. The creation of ‘city forests’, new recreational forests in the surroundings of the 
cities has the highest priority.  
During the past five years the Flemish authorities examined where and how these city forests 
could be inserted in different regions in Flanders. Studies were conducted concentrating on 
finding the best sites for large-scale, recreational urban forests in areas that lack forests. By 
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now several 'localisation studies' have been finished. In these studies a systematic 
methodology has been developed to select the most suitable locations, aiming at the highest 
chance of successful implementation. This methodology is a stepwise multicriteria approach, 
which works with objective criteria defined by experts. The systematic approach of these 
studies ought to result in an actual extension of the forest area.  
Yet, in reality it seems that this is still a problem, due to the lack of a strong social demand for 
afforestation and due to strong tensions among different stakeholders such as the agricultural 
sector,  the economical sector, the vacationers, the local inhabitants, the government, local 
politicians, environmental activists, and so on. An adequate social support base is expected to 
be the result of the participation of all target groups and stakeholders involved.  
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Although the importance of people’s participation for sustainable development has become 
increasingly acknowledged, there is insufficient information about the multiple dimensions of 
such participation. With our current research project1 we attempt to gain insight in the way in 
which this participation can be realized and can contribute to policy processes with regard to 
afforestation projects. We rely on the conceptual model of social learning. A social learning 
approach could be an interesting complement to the multicriteria approach used in the 
localisation studies. The intention of our research project is to examine how the model of 
social learning can play a complementary role with regard to the multicriteria approach and 
with regard to the implementation and management of afforestation projects (and other 
projects of nature development).  
 
Research steps 
The research project consisted of three research stages. In the first stage of the research 
project (2001), we examined some 'good practices' and 'bad practices' with regard to the 
planning of new urban forests. In the second stage (2002) started an action research in two 
locations, the cities Gent and Roeselare, to experiment with an integrated approach of a 
blueprint model and a model of social learning. In the third stage (2003) we continued the 
action research and by September a ‘communication model’ will be developed for a more 
participatory approach of forest extension and nature development projects. 
 
Case Studies 
During the first stage of the research project, several ongoing projects of city forest planning 
were studied. Both ‘good practices’ and ‘bad practices’ were considered, in order to make a 
‘diagnosis’ of the ongoing practice of urban forest planning. The cases were varying with 
regard to scale, phasing, degree of communication and participation and so on. 
In the second research stage, we chose two of these projects, namely the project of city forest 
planning in Gent and the case of city forest planning in Roeselare, to set up an action research. 
With this action research we aimed to experiment with an integration of the blueprint 
approach (multicriteria analysis) and a social learning approach, and to explore the 
possibilities and the limitations of such an integrated approach. 
 
The case of Gent: 
 
Near Gent, the capital of the province of Eastern Flanders, a new city forest of at least 300 
hectares is being planned in a delineated 'probation zone'  of about 1200 hectares. When the 
action research started, the project was in a conceptual phase: within the search area 
delineated by the localisation study (multicriteria analysis), the design of the forest had to be 
drawn. Within this phase, choices concerning where the forest could be realised were already 
made; so the interactive process was only about the layout of the forest.   
A project team, named Bossanova, was to involve the stakeholders (the local inhabitants, the 
landowners, the local farmers, the local authorities and so on) and to keep the public informed 
during the entire process. Unlike in the past, when planning processes used to take place 
behind closed doors (on the political and administration level) and those concerned and 
interested were not involved until the final stage, Bossanova intended to enable an open 
communication and interaction process directed to a wide variety of target groups. This 

                                                   
1 The research project “Enlarging the public support base for the planning, implementation and management of 
urban forests in Flanders - Development of a communication model” is conducted by the Centre for Research on 
Adult and Continuing Education (University of Leuven) and the Flemish Forest Organisation and is supported by 
the Flemish Government. 
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communication process was intended to bring about a large societal involvement and input in 
the process of planning and implementation of the city forest project. This process included 
various initiatives such as a ‘reflection group’, information meetings and workshops, an 
interactive website, newsletters, sensibilizing activities, and so on. 
 
Because Bossanova already intended to experiment with a communicative and interactive 
process, the ‘action’ part of our action research was very limited. The emphasis was on the 
‘research’ part of the action research: all initiatives of Bossanova and all interactions with the 
stakeholders were observed an analysed, in order to find an answer to the following questions: 
- Who is invited to participate? 
- Who is actually participating? What are the background, expectations and motivation of 

the participants? 
- How do the participants experience the communication process? 
- What are stimulating or inhibiting factors? 
- Were the expectations of the participants fullfilled? 
- Which critiques can we formulate upon the interaction process? 
- … 
 
Emphasis was on the observation and analysis of the interaction within the ‘reflection group’. 
This was an interactive forum consisting of about twenty ‘locally involved people’: 
inhabitants, land-owners, florists, youth, environmental activists, and so on. They came 
together during four meetings in the course of two years, to discuss the progress of the 
planning process with the people of the Bossanova team. However, the reflection group did 
not have the status of an advisory panel. It was merely an communication forum, where 
information and ideas were exchanged, but without any engagement from both sides. 
 
The case of Roeselare 
 
Roeselare is situated in the province of West Flanders. It is a relatively small city in a rural 
environment, with a long agricultural tradition. In this town, there was the explicit request to 
create a new urban forest by a platform called ‘The Green Lung’.  This platform exists since 
1997 and consists of about 44 organisations, ranging from nature conservation organisations, 
to youth movements, recreational organisations and socio-cultural organisations. Contrary to 
the initiatives of Bossanova in Gent, the ‘Green Lung Platform’ is a bottom-up process, 
grown out of a local network of individuals, groups and organisations. To cope with the forest 
deficit, the platform asks for a forest extension of at least 200 hectares. They also focus on the 
social importance of forests and green areas for social groups with a limited mobility (youth, 
elderly or disabled people, etc.) (AGALEV-Roeselare, 1997). To involve the public, the 
Green Lung Platform regularly organises information moments, guided walks, animated 
activities, etc.  Unfortunately, the agricultural sector is not a member of the platform. 
However, due to the strong agricultural tradition of the area the conflicts and clashing 
interests between the farmers and the defenders of the city forest are quite strong. 
 
In 2001, a localisation study (multicriteria analysis) has been executed, to search suitable 
locations for the urban forest. Again, this localisation study was executed by administrators 
and local authorities, without involvement of citizens or local stakeholders (such as the local 
farmers’ organisations, the Green Lung Platform, economical organisations…).  
Our action research started soon after the localisation study was finished. The intention of the 
action research was to support and develop a dynamic interaction process between all parties 
involved: the local authorities and the administrators who conducted the localisation study, 
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and a wide variety of local organisations and stakeholders (farmers, socio-cultural 
organisations, youth, economical organisations…). One of the priorities was to open up this 
process to groups and individuals that were not yet represented in the Green Lung Platform, 
such as the local farmers. 
 
The report of the localisation study (multicriteria analysis) recommended three areas in 
Roeselare as most suitable locations for a city forest. However, in the report, no choice was 
made yet for one of these locations, or for one specific combination of locations (scenarios). 
At the same time, the city of Roeselare was also confronted with processes of urban planning 
at a higher level, which forced the authorities involved (local and Flemish authorities) to make 
choices.  In the action research we investigated in how far social learning processes could 
contribute to these decision-making processes.  
 
The aim of the action research was double. By creating a forum for varying (and sometimes 
conflicting) views and interests we wanted to enhance a social learning process with regard to 
the planning of a city forest in Roeselare. We would invite various actors to join in the 
process of problem definition and the generation of scenarios for a solution from their own 
background and point of view. In this way we wanted to contribute to the generation of 
solutions that would exceed the individual interests (‘action’ part of the action research). At 
the same time we wanted to examine how the societal reflection process with regard to forest 
extension projects could be enhanced and complement the technical planning process. We 
wanted to examine the possibilities and limitations of this ‘integrated approach’ (research part 
of the action research).  
 
With these research intentions in mind, a ‘city forest dialogue’ was organised: an interactive 
process between representatives of differing societal groups (farmers, environmental activists, 
unions, vacationers, youth, social-cultural organisations, the local authorities, the 
administrators involved…), to discuss in all openness about the results of the localisation 
study and the possibilities and limitations of the selected areas. About 20 local people with 
different backgrounds and interests were invited,  because of their own personal involvement, 
interest or knowledge. The city forest dialogue was not in the first place intended to come to 
definitive solutions, but rather to generate new ideas and perspectives and to give people the 
chance to make acquaintance with each others interests and points of view. 
Three of these ‘dialogue meetings’ were organised during the period 2002-2003. A last 
dialogue meeting will take place in September 2003. All dialogue meetings were observed 
and analysed. All members of the dialogue group were interviewed to examine how they 
experienced the interaction process and its outcomes. 
 
Research Results 
 
Core conditions for a participatory approach 
By participant observation and interviews with all people involved we examined what were 
stimulating and inhibiting factors and conditions for the examined participatory processes. In 
this way, we distillated some ‘core conditions’ that seem to be vital for a participatory 
approach to make sense.  
 
These core conditions are also described by Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999). They distinguish 
several conditions for a participatory approach, such as openness, clearness about the role and 
input of all actors involved, surplus value of participation, constructive relationships, 
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suitability of the problem  and sufficient manpower and resources. We describe and illustrate 
the most important of these core conditions. 
 
Openness 
A first core condition for an interactive policy process is a large degree of openness. This 
means that participants have the chance to actually have an input and in the planning and 
decision process. Not all vital choices and decisions are made yet. In the cases of Gent and 
Roeselare, we observed little confidence in the participation process from the side of the 
participants, because in both cases a number of crucial choices and decisions were already 
made before the people got involved. In both of the cases – and we also notice this in other 
ongoing city forest projects – the communication and participation procedures started only 
after the localisation studies (multicriteria studies aimed at finding the best locations for forest 
extension) were finished.  To involve the people in an earlier stage of the project seems to be 
undicussable for the administrators and politicians who are in charge of the projects. This 
expresses the wish of policy makers to control the communicative planning process. The 
multicriteria method is grounded in a more technical approach, but also wants to pay attention 
to social, economical, cultural and political elements. Yet, experts and administrators define 
what is understood by these elements. In this way ‘universal’ standards are imposed to 
particular projects and the local embeddedness of policy planning is neglected. Strong 
tensions among local stakeholders (farmers, industry, recreants, inhabitants, nature and 
environmental movements…) are not always taken into account. Each of these stakeholders 
has a different definition of what a city forest should look like. Criteria for urban forestry 
planning processes therefore have to be negotiated in the public debate.  
The politicians and administrators involved are also afraid to put a heavy burden on the 
project in an early stage, by involving the public and local stakeholders too early. They are 
afraid of losing public support for the project, by confronting people with uncertainty and 
vague plans. Public support for the project (in terms of avoiding resistance and gain more or 
less active support for the project) is crucial to them. 
Interviews with participants in the reflection group and city forest dialogue show that people 
experience this as a handicap of the communication process. They have the feeling that they 
can only participate ‘at the end of the ride’, when the actual choices are already made. In this 
way, the interactive process risks to become merely an instrument to realise the goals of the 
authorities. In that case, the ‘interaction’ is limited to ‘re-action’ instead of actually joining in 
the planning process. 
  
Clarity about the role and input of all actors involved 
Both participation processes (Gent and Roeselare) remain marginal to the ‘official’ planning 
processes.  Neither the reflection group in Gent nor the dialogue group in Roeselare have any 
right to make decisions or even to formulate advices. They have no status, and therefore risk 
to become a sham. The participants can have their say, but without any guarantee on being 
taken seriously. Clarity about the role, commitment and input of all actors involved therefore 
is a second core condition. Interaction and participation instruments such as a reflection group 
or a dialogue group need to be more than just an excuse to push through an already existing 
plan. The status of such participation fora has to be cleared out from the very start. 
Also the fact that the authorities involved do not always pull well together endangers the 
interactive processes. Both in Roeselare and in Gent the public and the stakeholders are still 
afraid that the city forests will not be actually realised on the terrain, because of tensions 
between the different administrations and political authorities. They are afraid that the 
destination of the terrain will only change ‘on paper’, thereby reducing the value of the 
grounds and threatening the survival of agricultural enterprises in the environment. So there 
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also needs to be clarity about the role of the authorities involved and about the political 
support for the planning process. 
 
Surplus value of participation 
Authorities often openly advocate an interactive approach to enhance democracy, to improve 
the quality of the planning processes, to promote co-operation between different parties 
involved, and so on. In reality however, they are not always willing to really commit 
themselves to a participatory process, and therefore tend to minimize the participation process 
as a means to realize their own plans and goals. Yet, it is a crucial condition that the 
participatory process offers a surplus value for the planning process. This implies that a 
particular contribution is expected from the participants: bringing in relevant knowledge, 
improving the communication process, improving the planning process… 
 
Constructive relationships 
A last core condition is that of constructive relationships between the actors involved. 
Conflicts of interest should not be insuperable. Overall, the participants both in the reflection 
group in Gent and in the city forest dialogue in Roeselare showed quite a lot of openness and 
understanding for each other’s point of view, even in spite of strong prejudices at the start of 
the process. In interviews, many of them expressed the belief that the reflection group or the 
dialogue group would be able to come to constructive advices if they were given the 
necessary space. Even the strongest opponents, namely the farmers and the environmental 
activists, showed some understanding for each other’s situation and interests, and were 
prepared to search for solutions together. 
 
The conditions described above are crucial for a participatory process to make sense. In each 
stage of a planning process, these conditions have to be taken into consideration and 
evaluated.  
 
When we look at the participatory dynamics in the case studies, we notice some ever-
recurring tensions and dilemmas that are typical of these processes: 
 

VERSUS 
A tendency to promote participation and 
interaction in order to improve the 
planning process and the relationships 
with the stakeholders. 

 
 

A tendency to postpone communication 
in order to avoid resistance and 
conflicts. 

A tendency to actively involve the public 
and local stakeholders in the choices that 
have to be made concerning themes that 
affect their own life-world. 

 A tendency to promote the primacy of 
politics; the elected people have to take 
their responsibility and make choices in 
favour of the public interest. 

A tendency to consider political support 
as a necessary condition to obtain public 
support for a project  

 A tendency to consider public support 
as a motor to compel political support 
for a project. 

 
 
 
Towards a Communication Model for the participatory planning and implementation of 
forest and nature development 
These dilemmas are inevitable and seem hard to overcome, yet we believe that they are not 
insuperable. Within our research project, we intended to develop a ‘communication model’ to 
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contribute to a more interactive and participatory approach of forest extension projects. To 
make sense, such a communication model has to offer a way out of the described tensions and 
dilemmas.  
 
For the development of such a communication model, we rely on a delibaration framework  
for the design of interactive policy processes developed by Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999), 
and on insights developed by Argyris and Schön (1974; 1982; 1991; 1996). 
 
The model of Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999) offers a resource for the design of interactive 
policy processes. It visualizes the choices and decisions to make and offers an overview of all 
relevant considerations and circumstances that are at stake when making these choices.  
 
The model of Pröpper and Steenbeek starts from a description of the actual situation: what are 
the contents of the problem, what are the goals of the interactive policy process and in how far 
the core conditions for interactive policy are fulfilled? In a next step, according to the policy 
situation, one or more policy styles are chosen.  Furthermore, each situation and policy style 
matches a concrete approach of interactive policy. This interactive policy approach is a 
concretisation of the policy style. This approach contains: 
- the political and administrative framing of the interactive process 
- the contents and structure of the policy process 
- the design of the communication process 
- the rules for the interactive process 
 
To conclude with, the interactive approach leads to particular results (positive or negative). 
An interactive approach indeed entails chances, but also risks. This model can also be used as 
an evaluation instrument to trace the causes of success or failure of an interactive planning 
process. 
 
The model of Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999): 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                : ‘matches’ (f.e. a policy style matches a situation ) 
 
                : ‘influences’/’leads to’ (f.e. an interactive approach leads to results) 
    
 
 
In our communication model, we will further elaborate this framework applied to the domain 
of forest and nature development projects.  

SITUATION 
 

- content of the 
problem 

- actors 
- aims 
- (core)conditions 

Policy style(s) Interactive 
approach 

Results 
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In view of the development of a communication model that strives for an integration of a 
blueprint approach and a social learning approach, we are particularly interested in the 
chances that the framework of Pröpper and Steenbeek can offer for social learning processes. 
As described earlier, social learning is about a group of actors developing creative answers for 
complex, unpredictable and/or threatening situations. ‘Learning for regularity' 
(Wildemeersch, 1991) (comparing actual results with the intented results and eventually 
adjust the action) does not suffice for the solution of complex problems (such as 
environmental problems). On the contrary, there is need for solutions that exceed the level of 
the initial intentions and propositions of the actors involved. In other words: social learning 
implies that actors continuously question their own opinions, actions, judgements, intentions, 
emotions, and so on. 
 
We can connect this with the theory of ‘single loop learning’ (Model I-learning) and ‘double 
loop learning’ (Model II-learning) by Argyris and Schön (1974; 1982; 1991; 1996). Both 
concepts imply that people evaluate their actions and consider in how far their resources, 
strategies and intentions have contributed to the results. In a single feedback loop (“Am I 
doing things right?”) people only compare the achieved results with the intended results, and 
eventually the action scenario is adjusted in order to become better results. Single learning 
loops suffice in stable contexts (such as a bureaucracy) but do not suffice in turbulent and 
unpredictable contexts, where people have to be able to react to changes in a flexible way. 
Complex circumstances demand a second learning loop, that not only compares the results 
with the intentions, but also questions the intended results (“Am I doing the right things?”).  
When needed, the action is given a new direction. 
 
Argyris and Schön observed that when people are confronted with unpredictable, difficult and 
sometimes even threatening situations or circumstances, they tend to reason and act according 
to Model I: they try to design and manage the environment and control the tasks unilaterally. 
These thinking and action strategies are experienced by other actors as a sign of defensiveness 
and will lead to defensive interpersonal relationships and/or group dynamics. As a 
consequence, norms that support conformity, antagonism and mistrust will be generated, and 
there will be a lack of freedom to explore and search for new information and new 
alternatives. This leads to little commitment to group decisions and little risk-taking. As a 
consequence, self-sealing processes probably will occur.  
Under these circumstances, problem-solving processes will not be effective. For an individual 
caught in such a limited learning system, this context is frustrating and contradictory. As a 
consequence these people are often confronted with dilemmas that seem insolvable (“double 
binds”). 
 
Model II on the other hand, is an attempt to make some governing variables operational that 
are broadly espoused though not often realised in our society. These governing variables are: 
valid information, free and informed choice and internal commitment to decisions made. In 
Model II, power is shared with any actor who is able to contribute to the decision making 
process. Networks hence are important. As a consequence, defensiveness in interpersonal and 
group relationships will decrease, and people will tend to stimulate others, have more open 
discussions, exhibit reciprocity and feel free to explore different views and express risky 
ideas. In this way, the effectivity of decision making and policy processes will increase. 
 
Based on these theoretical concepts, a communication model for the planning and 
implementation of new city forests and nature development projects is being developed. This 
communication model will describe the different steps to take and choices to be made in the 
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course of a participatory planning process, the vital conditions for such a participatory 
process, and will apply the concepts of Argyris and Schön to the practice of forest 
extension/nature development.  However, this communication model is not to be seen as a 
‘blueprint’ or recipe for the design of participation processes, but rather as a guide through the 
landscape of choices and decisions to make. 
 
(The communication model is being developed by September 2003. On the Connections 
Conference in Leuven, we will present the finalised model.) 
 
Conclusion 
 
Since major political and societal challenges can no longer be met by existing political 
procedures, interactive policy making has become a widespread practice. In the name of 
democracy, various stakeholders in various policy domains are involved in the debate from 
the beginning of the process. Yet, the effective and structural integration of communication 
and social learning processes in policy planning entails new problems and dilemmas. There is, 
for instance an inevitable tension between a real democratic debate on the one hand and 
policy control on the other hand. Many policy makers are insecure because of the dynamics of 
participatory processes and seek refuge in a managerial, instrumental approach, while 
claiming ‘the primacy of politics’. However, this is a one-sided simplification of the 
complexity of both politics and learning. To really value interactive policy making, it is 
necessary to deepen the democratic debate.  
This means that the policy makers and administrators should learn to let loose control and to 
cope with the unpredictability and heterogenity of the public debate. Citizens and stakeholders 
should be encouraged to engage in particular policy planning processes that affect their own 
life-world. We therefore recommend a social learning approach of participation, focusing on 
involving various societal groups in the analysis and the solution of problems and developing 
multidimensional and transparent interaction and communication patterns between the diverse 
actors of policy making processes. The creation of opportunities for social learning is crucial 
to enhance the engagement of citizens in the civil society. 
As more parties gain influence and have an impact on the process of policy making, their 
interdependence also increases, resulting in an even greater degree of complexity. This may 
imply that the traditional agents of power (politicians, factions and so on) feel helpless as their 
direct impact on the decision making process declines. The openness of interactive policy 
making processes might be threatening because it is uncontrollable and immeasurable. It is 
typical for the public debate that it is unpredictable and that the structure of responsibility is 
often unclear. Experiments with such an interactive approach are hard to fit into a formal 
frame. They tend to float a little. The rules of the game are developed and adjusted in the 
course of the interaction process. Hajer (2000) describes interactive policy making as “a 
public adventure with an uncertain end”. It will always remain a vulnerable and unpredictable 
process. Pollet and Beeckman (2000) compare an interactive approach to a “mathematic 
limit”: approachable, but never an achievement. Indeed, it is hard to stipulate whether one can 
speak in a certain case of ‘sufficient public involvement’. It is only possible to observe 
whether the vital conditions for public involvement are fulfilled. 
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