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Abstract

Public officials can be reluctant to use citizens’ input in decision making, especially when
turnout is low and when participants are unrepresentative of the wider population. Using
Scharpf’s democratic legitimacy approach, we conducted a survey-based vignette experiment
to examine how the input legitimacy of participatory processes affects (1) public officials’
willingness to use public participation in administrative decision-making, (2) their assessment
of the quality of the policy decisions, and (3) their anticipation of the popular support for the
policy outcome. Our study shows that turnout and participants’ representativeness have a
positive and significant effect on public officials’ attitudes toward public participation.
Specifically, we found that participants’ representativeness influences public officials”

willingness to use citizens’ inputs more than turnout does.



Practitioner Points

Public officials’ attitudes toward public participation in administrative decision-
making are partly dependent on the size of turnout and participants’
representativeness.

Public officials’ are more positive about public participation when they assess turnout
and participant representativeness to be high than when they assess turnout and
participant representativeness to be low.

Public officials’ willingness to engage with the public is influenced more by
participants’ representativeness than by turnout.

Public officials seem to operate under the default assumption that public participation
is useful, that it improves the quality of decisions, and that it enhances the popular

support for public policies



Introduction

Public officials’ positive attitudes toward public participation are important to the
success of public engagement efforts (Liao and Schachter 2018; Yang and Callahan 2007).
However, a lack of input legitimacy during participatory processes, for instance, when actual
participation is low or when those who participate are not representative of the wider
population, can make public officials reluctant to use citizens’ input in the decision-making
process. Public officials deplore what they see as the same handful of people participating on
a regular basis (Yang and Callahan 2005, 2007), and may consider public participation
without sufficient input legitimacy an unwanted burden (Irvin and Stansbury 2004; Kweit and
Kweit 1981). Unless public officials assess the inputs of citizens to be sufficiently

representative, they might not use those inputs at all.

Proponents of direct public participation argue that public participation is instrumental
in increasing the quality and legitimacy of public administrations (e.g., Nabatchi, 2010;
Yang, 2016), that it facilitates the identification of new ideas and solutions to societal
challenges (Bryson et al. 2013; Nabatchi 2012; Thomas 1995; Thomas 2012), that it serves as
a client feedback mechanism for public services (Campbell & Lambright, 2016), and that it
can foster community support for government programs and policies (Moynihan 2003; Ebdon
and Franklin 2006; Yang 2016). On the other hand, opponents argue that public participation
at best serves as yet another opportunity for the participatory elite (male, well-educated,
affluent citizens) to press their advantages, and at worst that it is a waste of administrative
resources, time, and money, resulting in suboptimal and biased policy outcomes (Verba et al.

1993; Neblo et al. 2010; Irvin and Stansbury 2004; John 2009).

Central to the success of participatory processes are public officials willing to engage

with citizens (lanniello et al. 2018; Yang 2006; Hong 2015; Hatcher 2015; Liao and



Schachter 2018; Yang and Callahan 2007). Public officials are involved in all stages of the
participatory process, influence how participation takes place, and how public inputs are put
into practice (Neshkova and Guo 2018; Yang and Callahan 2007; Bryson et al. 2013;
Buckwalter 2014). According to Yang and Callahan (2007, 250), “it stands to reason that
favourable attitudes toward public participation may positively affect administrative
decisions to include citizens in administrative processes” (p. 250; also: Hong, 2015; Yang &

Callahan, 2007; Zhang & Yang, 2009).

In this paper, we study how the input legitimacy of participatory processes affects
public officials’ attitudes toward public participation in administrative decision-making. Are
public officials more willing to use citizens’ inputs in administrative decision-making when
these inputs come from a participatory process characterized by high turnout and
representative participants instead of low turnout and unrepresentative participants? Do
public officials believe that participatory processes with high input legitimacy produce
qualitatively better policies and decisions than processes with low input legitimacy? Do
public officials anticipate that turnout and participants’ representativeness affect popular
support for policies and decisions? In order to answer these questions, we formulate the

following research question:

What is the effect of the input legitimacy of a participatory process on the attitudes of

public officials toward public participation in administrative decision-making?

We addressed this research question using an online survey-based vignette experiment
with 890 local government officials. These officials were randomly assigned to evaluate four

short descriptions (vignettes) of an administrative decision-making process involving public



participation. In these vignettes, respondents were presented with a public participation
process characterized by low turnout and unrepresentative participants, low turnout and
representative participants, high turnout and unrepresentative participants, high turnout and
representative participants, or no information about turnout and participants’
representativeness at all. After each vignette, respondents were asked to evaluate the vignette
using questions designed to (1) assess their willingness to use public participation, (2)
determine their assessment of the quality of the resulting policy decision, and (3) measure the
extent to which they believed that the inclusion of citizens’ input would increase the popular

support for the decision.

We start by reviewing the literature on public officials’ attitudes toward public
participation in public administration. In the second section, we present our theoretical
framework. We use Scharpf’s (2003, 1970, 1999) democratic legitimacy approach to explain
how the input legitimacy of a participatory process affects public officials’ attitudes toward
public participation. We also formulate three hypotheses that guide the research. In the third
section, we present our methodological approach, followed by the experiment’s results in
section four. In the final two sections of the paper, we discuss these results and present our

conclusions.

What determines officials’ attitudes about public participation?

Previous research demonstrates that public officials’ attitudes toward public
participation are an important element in the success of participatory decision-making efforts
(Denhardt and Denhardt 2015; Liao and Schachter 2018; Neshkova and Guo 2018; Yang
2006; Zhang and Yang 2009; Hatcher 2015; Yang and Callahan 2007). However, research on

the determinants of public officials’ attitudes toward public participation is limited



(exceptions e.g., Liao and Schachter 2017; lanniello et al. 2018). Among the most studied
determinants influencing public officials’ attitudes toward public participation are its
perceived costs (Irvin and Stansbury 2004; Liao and Schachter 2018; Moynihan 2003), the
participatory competences of citizens (Yang and Pandey 2011; Yang and Callahan 2007,
Hong 2015), and the democratic legitimacy of participatory processes (Pina and Torres 2016;

Yang and Callahan 2005; Yang and Pandey 2011).

Previous research indicates that public officials assess the benefits of public
participation in relation to its perceived costs (Sjoberg, Mellon, and Peixoto 2017; Liao and
Schachter 2018; Moynihan 2003). “The per decision costs of citizen-participation [...] is
arguably more expensive than the decision making of a single administrator” (Irvin and
Stansbury 2004, 58). For public officials to be willing to engage with citizens, the benefits
must outweigh the costs. Moynihan distinguished four types of participation costs: direct
administrative costs, self-interested administrative costs, decision process costs, and decision
outcome costs. He argues that managers might reduce representativeness and citizens’
influence in order to reduce administrative coordination costs and managers’ self-interest
costs (Moynihan 2003). Similarly, Liao and Schachter (2017) argue that public managers are
more likely to support public participation when they believe participation contributes to
policy development at low costs. They studied how sociohistorical, organizational, and
individual factors affect perceptions of participatory costs and benefits. Their results show
that managers’ red tape perceptions and technocratic orientation increase the perception of
participation cost, while knowledge of previous success factors increases perceived benefits.
They conclude that the perceived costs and benefits of participation cannot be separated from
the social context in which those attitudes were constructed (Liao and Schachter 2018). In
addition, participation costs are also related to public officials’ self-interest (Moynihan 2003).

Administrative self-interest costs arise from public officials’ potential loss of control and



reduced administrative influence and autonomy over day-to-day activities. Public “officials
tend to be jealous of their legal authority and are loath to share it with citizens” (Kweit and

Kweit 1981, 96).

Public officials’ attitudes toward public participation are also influenced by their
perceptions of citizens” participatory competences (King, Feltey, and Susel 1998; Hong 2015;
Kweit and Kweit 1981; Thomas 1995; Yang and Callahan 2007; Yang and Pandey 2011). In
general, “many public managers do not trust that citizens have the competence to participate
effectively” (Yang and Pandey 2011, 883). One study found that almost half of its
respondents perceived a lack of citizens’ expertise as a barrier to citizen involvement,
affecting both the reported use of participation mechanisms and the reported use of public
participation in strategic decision making (Yang and Callahan, 2007). In addition, public
managers appear more positive about the outcomes of participatory processes involving
citizens they perceive to be more competent (Yang and Pandey 2011; Hong 2015). Research
finds that participants’ knowledge and inclusiveness positively affect the number of proposals
that are adopted. In this study, local city councilors were more inclined to adopt proposals
from participants whom they perceived to have sufficient knowledge about the policy issue at

hand and from processes with higher inclusivity (Hong 2015).

Other studies focus on the effect of the participatory quality of the participation
process on public officials’ attitudes toward public participation. According to these studies,
public officials are less willing to use participatory inputs when only a small number of
people participate or when those who participate are unrepresentative of the community they
represent (Verba et al. 1993; King, Feltey, and Susel 1998; Yang and Pandey 2011; Pina and
Torres 2016). Unless designers actively engage in the fair design of participatory processes,
inequities will persist (Clark 2018; John 2009). Research established a direct link between

participants’ representativeness and public officials’ attitudes toward public participation.



Yang and Callahan (2005) found that 85% of the 248 county and municipal public officials
they surveyed believed that “the same handful of people participated on a regular bases”
(Yang and Callahan 2005). Two years later, the same authors concluded that “administrators
tend to dismiss the input of usual suspects and perceive their regular involvement to be

troublesome” (Yang and Callahan 2007).

In an interview study among German, Spanish, and Austrian public officials, Pina and
Torres (2016) found that three quarters of respondents rated the representativeness of
participants in public participation processes as moderate or insufficient. Furthermore, a
quarter of respondents regarded the lack of representativeness as a serious barrier to
participation, concluding that “it is always the same (already known) people who participate
in the initiatives” (Pina and Torres 2016). Other research found that participant
representativeness is directly related to participation outcomes (Yang and Pandey 2011). In a
study of 1097 functional managers, Yang and Pandey (2011) concluded that “the more
nonrepresentative the participation is, the less likely change will occur in government

decision making” (p. 886).

These factors are but a few of the determinants of public officials’ attitudes identified
in the literature (also: lanniello et al., 2018; Liao & Schachter, 2017; Yang & Pandey, 2011).
This study focusses on the effect of the democratic legitimacy of the participatory process on

public officials’ participatory attitudes.

Explaining Public Participation using Input Legitimacy

Scharpf’s (2003, 1970, 1999) democratic legitimacy approach provides an explanation
as to how turnout and participants’ representativeness affect public officials’ attitudes toward

public participation. The democratic legitimacy approach is based on the normative premise
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that legitimate rulemaking should be based on the voices and interests of the community to

which those rules apply (Scharpf, 2003).

Democratic legitimacy is a multifaceted concept. According to Scharpf (1999, 2003),
it consists of two elements: input legitimacy and output legitimacy. Input legitimacy refers to
the participatory quality of the decision-making process. It posits that rulemaking is
legitimate when rules are derived from the authentic participation and preferences of the
members of a community. It denotes the extent to which the decision-making process reflects
citizens’ opinions and attitudes. Output legitimacy states that rules are “legitimate if and
because they effectively promote the common welfare of the constituency in question”
(Scharpf 1999, 6). It refers to the effectiveness and problem-solving quality of the decision-
making process. It denotes the measure to which policies are able to meet their predefined
objectives and can be conceptualized as the quality of policies, popular support for policies,
etc. (Schmidt 2013; Scharpf 1999, 2003). As such, input legitimacy and output legitimacy are
two sides of the same coin; whereas input legitimacy is government by the people, output

legitimacy is government for the people (Scharpf 1999).

Why does the legitimacy of a participatory process affect public officials’ attitudes
towards it? The main importance of legitimacy is behavioral. Tyler (2006) defined legitimacy
as “the belief that authorities, institutions, and social arrangements are appropriate, proper
and just” (Tyler 2006, 376). Actors such as public officials are more inclined to act in
accordance with what they perceive is legitimate. For Scharpf, legitimacy beliefs imply “a
socially sanctioned obligation to comply with government policies” (Scharpf 2003, 2).
Therefore, as rulemaking and decision-making procedures are perceived to be more

legitimate, decisions and rules are more willingly accepted (Tyler 2006).
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We argue that public officials’ attitudes toward public participation are affected by
their belief in the legitimacy of the participatory process. Higher turnout and representative
participants increase the democratic input legitimacy of a participatory process and result in
more favorable attitudes toward public participation. Therefore, higher input legitimacy could
make public officials more willing to use citizens’ inputs in administrative decision-making.

We formulate the following hypothesis:

Hq: The higher the input legitimacy of a participatory process, the more willing public

officials are to use its citizen inputs in administrative decision-making.

The input legitimacy of a participatory process also affects public officials’ perception
of the output legitimacy of a participatory process. Bureaucracies are goal-oriented
institutions in which public officials are expected to assess how policy inputs affect
organizational performances and outputs (Downs 1967; Meier and O’Toole 2006; Moynihan
2003). As such, public officials will evaluate the benefits of public participation in

instrumental terms (Neshkova and Guo 2012; Moynihan 2003).

The input legitimacy of a participatory process could affect public officials’
perceptions of the extent to which public participation increases the quality of policies. For
public officials, public participation can serve as a tool to identify and address new ideas and
solutions to challenging problems (Fung 2006; Bryson et al. 2013; Nabatchi 2010; Thomas
1995) or to learn from citizens’ experiences (Fischer 2009; Callahan 2007). Public
participation can also help decision makers understand clients’ needs and feedback (Vigoda

2002; Frederickson 1980; Zhang and Yang 2009; Moynihan 2003). However, it is unclear
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whether public officials will take inputs serious when they are produced by a small and

unrepresentative group of participants.

Furthermore, the input legitimacy of a participatory process can also affect public
officials’ anticipation of popular support for policy outcomes. Procedural fairness theory
demonstrates that citizens are more willing to accept rules and decisions they believe are
established through fair and honest procedures (Tyler 2006). For example, Thibaut and
Walker (1978) show that decision acceptance is linked to the fairness of the procedures by
which authorities make those decisions. Additionally, prior research on participatory
processes finds that participation fosters community support for programs and policies that
organizations implement (Nabatchi and Amsler 2014; Moynihan 2003; Ebdon and Franklin
2006; Thomas 2012) and provides citizens with a sense of policy ownership (Wang 2001;
Irvin and Stansbury 2004; Denhardt and Denhardt 2015). Based on these studies, we

formulate two more hypotheses:

H>: The higher the input legitimacy of a participatory process, the higher the

anticipated quality its policy outcomes.

Hs: The higher the input legitimacy of a participatory process, the higher the

anticipated popular support for its policy outcomes.

Method

Experimental Design

We tested our hypotheses using a survey-based vignette experiment. A vignette is a

“short, carefully constructed description of a person, object, or situation, representing a
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systematic combination of characteristics” (Atzmdiller and Steiner 2010, 128) to which
respondents are invited to respond (also: Jilke and Van Ryzin 2017). The systematic
manipulation of the characteristics included in the vignettes provides the experimental
treatment used to assess the effects under observation (Auspurg and Hinz 2015; Atzmuller
and Steiner 2010). Vignette experiments combine the internal validity of experiments with
the external validity of surveys (Gerber and Green 2012; Mutz 2011; Atzmuller and Steiner
2010; Auspurg and Hinz 2015) and are empirically relatively robust (Hainmueller,
Hangertner, and Yamamoto 2015). Research indicates that vignette experiments are
particularly well suited for testing the effects of personal attitudes, judgments, beliefs, norms,
etc., on actual behavior (Aguinis and Bradley 2014; Finch 1987; Hughes and Huby 2004;

Atzmuller and Steiner 2010; Jilke and Van Ryzin 2017).

Our experimental design included two characteristics (factors) manipulated at two
levels (e.g., a 2*2 full-factorial design; Mee 2009). Unlike the classic one-factor experiment,
the full-factorial design enables the simultaneous manipulation of multiple factors, leading to
more valid and realistic experimental scenarios (Auspurg and Hinz 2015; Mee 2009;
Atzmuller and Steiner 2010). The two factors included in this experiment were turnout and
participants’ representativeness. Turnout was operationalized as a contextualized measure of
the number of participants participating in a participatory activity. The treatment combination
indicated either high turnout (higher than expected) or low turnout (lower than expected).
Participants’ descriptive representativeness was operationalized as the extent to which a
neighborhoods’ socioeconomic and demographic characteristics were reflected by the
participants participating in the participatory activity (e.g., Pitkin, 1967). The treatment
combination indicated either high participant representativeness (a representative group of
local residents) or low participant representativeness (a select group of active local residents).

Additionally, we included a control vignette with ‘no information shown’ as control
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condition in which the sentences describing the turnout and representativeness of participants

were omitted.

This design was replicated over two interchangeable and politically uncontroversial
vignette scenarios (n = 10 vignettes). The first scenario described citizens participating in a
decision-making process about replacing bicycle parking spaces with public seating; the
second scenario described citizens participating in a decision-making process on the
construction of a neighborhood playground. Respondents were presented with a hypothetical
colleague with the discretion to decide on the extent to which citizens’ inputs were
incorporated into a policy recommendation. We asked respondents to evaluate that
colleague’s decision as if it was their own decision to make, so that they used their own
preferences in the evaluation of the vignette scenario. Previous research indicates that asking
respondents to react to a hypothetical colleague (a third-person perspective) instead of
reacting to the vignette scenario directly reduces the possibility of social desirability bias
(Constant, Kiesler, and Sproull 1994; Hughes and Huby 2004; Finch 1987). The vignettes
were presented to the respondents in their own vernacular. An English translation of the

vignettes is presented in figure 1.
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Imagine the following situation:

A colleague of yours — an employee of the city of Antwerp —was asked to prepare a policy
recommendation about replacing a number of bicycle stands with public seating and park
benches.

City residents increasingly use bicycles to get to and from work and shops. Storing these
bikes requires the use of a great deal of sparsely available space in the city center. At the
same time, there is great need for more public seats and park benches to relax and meet
friends and family. Replacing a number of bicycle stands with public seats is a solution,
but it comes at the expense of scarce space to store bicycles. To solve this dilemma, local
residents were invited to provide their opinion about the desirability of replacing a number
of bicycle stands with public seating and park benches.

The participation activity produced <far fewer / many more> reactions than expected.
These reactions mainly came from <a select group of active local residents/ a
representative group of local residents>. Based on this information, your colleague had
to decide how important the information provided by the local residents was going to be in
the final policy recommendation.

Imagine the following situation:
A colleague of yours — an employee of the city of Antwerp — is asked to prepare a policy
recommendation about the construction of a neighborhood playground.

The construction of a neighborhood playground is expected to increase the quality of life in
the neighborhood and increase the attractiveness for families with young children. At the
same time, it is expected that the playground will increase noise disturbance and deplete
funds for other community projects. To resolve this dilemma, local residents were invited
to provide their opinion about the desirability of constructing a new playground.

The participation activity produced <far fewer / many more> reactions than expected.
These reactions mainly came from <a select group of active local residents/ a
representative group of local residents>. Based on this information, your colleague had
to decide how important the information provided by the local residents was going to be in
the final policy recommendation.

Figure 1. The two base vignettes

We used the vignettes to estimate the effects of turnout and participants’
representativeness on three outcome variables: public officials’ willingness to use citizens’

inputs in administrative decision making (My policy recommendation would depend strongly
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on the input provided by the local residents), public officials’ anticipation of policy quality
(By including the input of these local residents, the quality of the recommendation will
increase considerably), and public officials’ anticipation of popular support (By including the
input of these local residents, the acceptance of the policy recommendation’s outcome by
local residents will increase considerably). All three variables were measured on a seven-
point Likert-like scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = totally agree). The vignettes were assigned
using a within-subjects design. We asked each respondent to evaluate four randomly assigned
vignettes. We used a within-subjects design because the minimally required sample size

could not be attained using a between-subjects design.t

Importantly, in a within-subjects design, vignette evaluations are clustered within
respondents. This increases the risk of response biases, confounding effects, and carryover
when not appropriately corrected. We reduced the possible pathological effects of the within-
subjects design in three ways. First, we randomized the assignment of vignettes to
respondents (Gerber and Green 2012; Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014; Jilke and
Van Ryzin 2017; Montgomery, Nyhan, and Torres 2018). Second, we employed response
interruption questions to interrupt respondents’ habituation and increase the temporal and
proximal distance between similar questions (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff 2012).
Third, we clustered the standard errors because observations were not independent from each
other. We estimated the respondents-clustered standard errors using the Fast Estimators for

Design-Based Inference package in R (Blair et al. 2018).?

We pre-tested the vignette scenarios, treatment conditions, and the technical
implementation of the experiments twice; once among a group of 21 public management PhD
students and once among a subset of respondents (n = 9). The number of evaluations per

vignette, ranging from n = 339 to n = 374 are included in appendix 1.
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Sampling

For this study, we sampled public officials working for Belgium’s largest city:
Antwerp. The city of Antwerp is a major urban center with a population of over 520.000
inhabitants and a professional staff of around 6900 employees in 2016 (City of Antwerp
2016). We focused on local public officials. Public officials and citizens interact most
directly at a local level and local level policy issues are most comprehensible and applicable
to citizens (building permits, neighborhood-zoning policies, etc.). Not surprisingly, most
citizen involvement experiments and participatory innovations take place at the local level

(Nabatchi and Amsler 2014).

The sampling frame contained apolitical career officials with administrative grade A
or B, employed by the municipal administration. These officials have the analytical skills and
theoretical knowledge required to run the administration and formulate policies. Their
administrative grades are based on educational attainment. Public officials with an academic
or vocational bachelor’s degree are labeled administrative grade B. Public officials with an
academic master’s degree or higher are labeled administrative grade A (Flemish Government
2006). City of Antwerp officials facilitated access to the sampling frame and provided
background data on the participants. The size of the sampling frame and the easy access to
the respondents enabled us to follow a total sampling strategy. We purposefully included all
administrative grade A and B public officials employed by the city in our study. The

sampling frame contained N = 2128 individuals.

We administrated the study online, using the survey program Qualtrics. Every public
official in the sampling frame received an invitation, informing them about the purpose and
objective of the study and providing them with a unique link to the vignettes. To increase the

response rate, we sent two reminder emails to nonrespondents, spaced one week apart.
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Access to the survey and vignette instrument was restricted to participants who provided their

informed consent to participate. The survey took about fifteen minutes to complete.

Method of analysis

We analyzed the results in two steps. First, we determined the vignette means for each
vignette and assessed their relationships graphically. Second, we estimated the average
treatment effects (ATES) of turnout and participants’ representativeness based on the
playground scenario vignettes only (excluding the control vignette). For this second part of
the analysis, we followed Mee’s (2009) analytical recommendations and recoded the vignette
manipulations into two orthogonal variables (one for turnout and one for participants’
representativeness). Each factor’s high-level manipulation was coded 1, and each factor’s
low-level manipulation was coded -1. We subsequently ran a two-factor interaction model for
a 2*2 factorial design (Mee 2009) to estimate the ATEs. As stated above, to account for
possible clustering due to the within-subjects sampling procedure, we estimated confidence

intervals using respondents-based cluster-robust standard errors (Blair et al. 2018).

Fielding

The vignettes were fielded between February 1% and February 21%, 2018. Of the 2128
individuals in the sampling frame, 1270 responded to the invitation. A total of n = 890
participants completed the vignette experiments and were included in the analysis, which
amounts to a response rate of 41.8%. Except for a small age difference, the background
characteristics of the 380 dropouts did not differ statistically from the final sample. One

treatment combination was administered twice and was removed from the analysis (the high
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turnout / unrepresentative vignette in the seating scenario). Figure 2 displays the distributions

(density plots) of the vignette assessments for both sets of vignettes per dependent variable.
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Figure 2. Density plots with normality line for each dependent variable

We assessed the randomization using four balance tests. The absence of statistically
significant differences in the parameters of the overall sample compared to the individual
vignette samples indicates balance and successful randomization. Apart from a small
oversampling of women in the first control vignette, no statistically significant differences
between the vignette populations and the overall population were observed.* The sample
contained 512 women and 366 men. Of them, 514 had administrative grade A and 367 had
administrative grade B. The mean sample age of 42.1 years old, was slightly higher than the

mean population age of 41.2 years.®

Results
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Does the input legitimacy of the participatory process affect public officials’ willingness to
use citizens’ inputs in decision-making, their perception of policy quality, and their
anticipation of popular support for the policy outcome? Figure 3 presents the vignette means
per treatment combination for the three outcomes: respondents’ willingness to engage,
perceptions of outcome quality, and their anticipation of popular support. The results indicate
that the turnout and representativeness of participants affect public officials” attitudes toward

public participation, providing support for our three hypotheses.
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Figure 3. Treatment Combination Means (Vignette means within their standard deviation)

For most treatment combinations, the mean vignette score indicates that officials are positive
about public participation in administrative decision-making. The vignette means are highest
for the treatment combinations ‘high turnout and representative participants’, indicating that
officials’ are most positive about public participation when these two conditions are high.
Only in the treatment combinations where turnout was low and where participants were
unrepresentative did the vignette means drop below the center of the scale, indicating
officials’ relative unwillingness to use the inputs of such participatory processes. Similarly,

respondents did not assess participatory processes with low turnout and unrepresentative
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participants to result in high quality inputs or to foster much public support. Interestingly,

respondents rated the control vignettes without information about turnout and participants’

representativeness higher than the vignettes with either high turnout and unrepresentative

participants or low turnout and representative participants. A full list of vignette means is

included in appendix 2.

Turnout and participant representativeness

Table 1 presents the average treatment effects (ATEs) of turnout and participants’

representativeness on public officials’ attitudes toward public participation based on the

playground scenario. The ATEs’ standard errors are included between brackets.

Table 1. ATEs of turnout and participants representativeness (Playground scenario)

Willingness to

Perception of

Anticipation of

engage quality popular support
Estimate Cohen’s Estimate  Cohen’s Estimate  Cohen’s
D D D
Intercept 4.313*** 4.54%** 4.638***
(.039) (.038) (.039)
Turnout .369*** 442 0.386*** 321 A39%** .365
(.028) (.028) (.030)
Participants' AQ5*** .398 0.367*** .305 A416%** .35
representativeness  (.034) (.034) (.035)
Turnout*participa .005 .004 -.043 .036 -.006 .005
nts' (.029) (.028) (.028)
representativeness
Adjusted R? 196 162 .186
F-statistic 116.60*** 116.60*** 116.60***
Effective n 1424 1424 1424

*** = Significant at P < .001
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Table 1 shows that turnout and participants’ representativeness influence officials’
willingness to use citizens’ inputs in administrative decision-making. Of both factors,
participants’ representativeness has a larger impact than turnout does. The Cohen’s D effect
sizes indicate that the effects of turnout and participants’ representativeness on respondents’
willingness to include citizens’ inputs in administrative decision-making are moderate.
Turnout and participants’ representativeness also affect respondents’ perceptions of
participation-based input quality. The ATEs of both factors on officials’ perceptions of
quality are roughly the same, with the effect of turnout (d = .321) marginally larger than that
of participants’ representativeness (d = .305). Finally, we found that both turnout and
participants’ representativeness affect respondents’ anticipation of popular support for policy
outcomes as well. Again, the ATEs for turnout and participants’ representativeness are
moderate and about equal in size. For all three outcomes, we found no evidence for a

statistically significant interaction effect between turnout and participants’ representativeness.

Discussion

Previous research established public officials’ attitudes toward public participation as
one of the determining factors shaping the success of public participation practices (Kweit
and Kweit 1981; Hatcher 2015; Yang and Callahan 2007; Liao and Schachter 2018; Denhardt
and Denhardt 2015; Buckwalter 2014). Importantly, studies into the determinants of public
officials’ attitudes toward public participation are largely absent (notable exceptions include:
Liao & Schachter 2017; Yang & Callahan 2007). This study builds on previous research by
further exploring the determinants of public officials’ attitudes toward public participation (in
terms of their willingness to use citizens’ inputs, their perceptions of policy quality, and their

anticipation of popular support) by examining the effects of the input legitimacy of
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participatory processes. It provides empirical support to research establishing a link between
the input legitimacy of participatory processes and public officials’ attitudes toward public

participation (e.g., Pina & Torres, 2016; Yang & Callahan, 2005, 2007).

Our study indicates that public officials’ attitudes toward public participation in
administrative decision-making are not predetermined but, at least in part, contingent on the
practical implementation of the participatory process itself. Public officials are significantly
more positive about participatory processes with high turnout and representative participants
than about participatory processes with low turnout and unrepresentative participants. Public
officials are also more positive about the quality of its policy outputs and anticipate those
processes to foster more popular support. At the same time, public officials appear to be less
willing to engage with citizens, assess the quality of participation-based policies lower, and

perceive the popular support for outcomes to be lower when input legitimacy is low.

Other studies have pointed to the importance of public officials’ attitudes in shaping
the participation process as well (Buckwalter 2014). Various characteristics of the
participatory process are determined or influenced by public officials (e.g., the number of
meetings, the length of deliberation, the venue). Institutionally, officials both actively
influence, and passively react to, the input legitimacy of a participatory process. Future
research could help disentangle how public officials’ roles before and during the participatory

process influence their attitudes afterward.

Interestingly, the inclusion of two control vignettes revealed that public officials were
more positive about the vignettes without information on the input legitimacy of a
participatory process than when either or both turnout and participants’ representativeness
were low. This could indicate that officials operate under the default assumption that public

participation is useful, that it improves the quality of decisions, and that it enhances the
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popular support for public policies (see also: Liao and Schachter 2017). A similar observation
was made in a recent conjoint experiment on citizens’ legitimacy perceptions of EU-
accession referenda (Arnesen et al. 2019). In this study, the effects of turnout, the size of the
majority, and the substantive outcome of the referendum on citizens’ willingness to accept
referenda outcomes were examined. Arnesen argued that citizens have a “perceptual bias”
regarding referenda, indicating that citizens default attitudes about referenda are positive,
irrespective of its characteristics (Arnesen et al. 2019, 191). In our study as well, respondents
rated the control conditions second highest, just below the most positive treatment condition.
Future research could extend these findings beyond topics related to public participation and
referenda and explore how default perceptions influence public officials’ stated preferences

and actual behavior in administrative decision-making.

We further observed that the effects of specific input legitimacy dimensions (turnout,
participants’ representativeness) on public officials’ attitudes toward public participation
differ depending on the attitudes under observation. Participants’ representativeness had a
stronger effect on officials’ willingness to engage with the public than turnout did. The
effects of turnout and participants’ representativeness on public officials’ perception of
participation-based policy quality and anticipated popular support are of roughly the same
size. Clearly, the input legitimacy of a participatory process influences different attitudes

differently.

This study has some limitations. The first limitation, well known in experimental
research, relates to external validity. Our study was conducted among administrative grade A
and B public officials at the administration of one city. Findings valid for this case are not
automatically valid for other cases as well. Though there are no reasons to suggest that public
officials working for the administration of the city of Antwerp have markedly different
attitudes toward public participation than public officials working for any other comparable
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city administration, replications of this study at other municipalities (in other countries) could

serve to strengthen the external validity of the observed effects.

Second, due to the limited number of available respondents, we used a within-subjects
design and asked respondent to evaluate multiple vignettes. Though this strategy allowed us
to maintain statistical power, it also increased the risk of habituation, carryover, and
sensitizing biases (Charness, Gneezy, and Kuhn 2012). We controlled for possible carryover
and order effects through the random assignment of vignettes to respondents, the increase of
spatial and temporal distance between vignette assessments using a response interruption
survey, and by using cluster robust standard errors in the estimation of the ATEs. Even
though we found no evidence suggesting that the between-subjects allocation of vignettes
caused bias, replicating this study using a between-subjects allocation design could
strengthen the robustness of our results. In addition, due to a duplicate treatment in the
seating scenario, the estimation of the ATEs of turnout and participants’ representativeness

was based on the playground scenario vignettes only.

A third limitation is the two-variable character of this study. The experimental nature
of the research design allowed us to include only a limited number of variables (Auspurg and
Hinz 2015; Mee 2009). Though randomization controlled for confounding factors, many
other variables could also influence public officials’ attitudes toward public participation. Of
special interest for further research are questions related to public officials’ expectations of
the participatory competences of citizens, bureaucratic structures and red tape, and the
influence of ‘the political domain’ on public officials’ attitudes toward public participation.
Further research into these and other possible determinants of public officials’ attitudes

toward public participation is needed.
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In this experiment, turnout was operationalized in subject-dependent terms.
Respondents evaluated cases of public participation which either produced far fewer or far
more reactions than expected (excluding the control vignettes). With this operationalization,
we acknowledge that perceptions of what constitutes high or low turnout are grounded in the
individual public official’s frame of reference. Our findings are limited to these treatment
conditions; other operationalizations could produce different results. Research replicating this
experiment using a different operationalization can be an interesting new avenue for research

as well.

Conclusion

In conclusion, what is the effect of the input legitimacy of a participatory process on
the attitudes of public officials toward public participation? First, we found that public
officials are more willing to use citizens’ inputs characterized by high turnout and
representative participation than by low turnout and unrepresentative participation
(corroborating H1). Second, we found that public officials expect the policy outcomes of
participatory processes characterized by high input legitimacy to be of higher quality than the
policy outcomes of participatory processes characterized by low input legitimacy
(corroborating Hy). Third, the study showed that public officials anticipate the popular
support for policies and decisions based on public participation to be higher when input

legitimacy is high than when input legitimacy is low (corroborating Hs).

Two additional results are of particular interest. First, we found that public officials
were more positive about public participation when they had no information about the input
legitimacy of a participatory process than when one or both dimensions of input legitimacy is

(are) low. Second, we found that turnout and participants’ representativeness influence
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different attitudes differently. Whereas participants’ representativeness affects public
officials’ willingness to engage with citizens more than turnout does, both turnout and
participants’ representativeness have a comparable effect on public officials’ perceptions of

policy quality and anticipated popular support.

The input legitimacy of a participatory process plays an important role in shaping public
officials’ attitudes toward public participation. To stimulate positive attitudes toward public
participation among public officials, and thereby facilitate genuine and meaningful
participation, it is important to pay attention to turnout and participants’ representativeness in

participatory processes.
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Endnotes

1 We determined the minimal sample size required using a power analysis in the Basic
Functions for Power Analysis package in the software program R (Champely et al. 2017).
Using a previously obtained effect size of citizen representativeness on public officials’
attitudes toward public participation of .08 as reference (Yang and Pandey 2011), we
determined that we needed at least n = 440 individuals per vignette in order to reject the null
hypotheses at a .05 significance value at least 80% of the time (rough total of n = 2200
observations). The need for such a large group of respondents informed the design of the

experiment and the choice for a within-subjects design.

2 We applied a two-stage randomization design. First, we randomly assigned the vignettes
into two blocks. Second, respondents were each assigned two out of the five vignettes per
block to evaluate. In the first block, respondents were randomly assigned to two of the
vignettes 2, 4, 5, 9, and 10, and in block two, respondents were randomly assigned to two of
the vignettes 1, 3, 6, 7, and 8. The two blocks were separated by a set of response-interruption

questions, unrelated to the experiment.

3 To test for significant differences between the dropouts and the final sample we conducted
three Pearson’s chi-squared tests of the independence of gender (x° = 2.36, df. 2, p =.307),
administrative grade (x> =.159, df. 1, p = .690), and work domain (3> = 40.26, df. 42, p =
.547). All were highly insignificant. For these variables, we reject independence and conclude
that there is no evidence for significant group differences. This was not the case for the age
distribution. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test, testing whether the dropout and final sample age
were identical, was highly significant (V = 44720, p <.001). Young people dropped-out

relatively more than old people (relative to the mean age).
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% The four balance tests were similar to the dropout tests: 3 % tests of independence and a
Wilcoxon signed-rank test. We used the 2 tests of independence to test for significant
proportional differences between the overall sample and the vignette samples regarding
gender, administrative grade, and policy domains. All the tests produced insignificant results
(ps > .05). We used the Wilcoxon signed-rank test to test for a difference in the age
distribution. Except for a significant difference regarding the control vignette (seating; ¥* =
6.92, p-value = .009; oversampling of women), no significant differences were observed (p >

05).

® Additionally, we assessed the validity of the experimental treatments using three
instructional manipulation checks and one check for speeders. Respondents were asked
whether one of the vignettes they evaluated contained information about respondents’ age,
political conviction, or educational attainment. Our results are robust against excluding
respondents who answered more than one of these questions incorrectly and who had a mean

response time per vignette of less than 25 seconds (n = 65).
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Appendix 1
Table 2. Number of evaluations per vignette

Vignettes n

Seating: Control 349
Seating: Low turnout & Unrepresentative participation 374
Seating: Low turnout & Representative participation 363
Seating: High turnout & Unrepresentative participation 346
Seating: High turnout & Representative participation 353
Playground: Control 351
Playground: Low turnout & Unrepresentative participation 341
Playground: Low turnout & Representative participation 376
Playground: High turnout & Unrepresentative participation 339
Playground: High turnout & Representative participation 368
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Appendix 2

Table 3. Vignette means (standard deviation between brackets)

Vignettes Willingness to Perception  Anticipation
engage of quality of popular
support

Seating: Control

Seating: Low Turnout / Unrepresentative
participants

Seating: Low Turnout / Representative
participants

Seating: High Turnout / Representative
participants

Playground: Control

Playground: Low turnout / Unrepresentative
participants

Playground: Low turnout/ Representative
participants

Playground: High turnout / Unrepresentative
participants

Playground: High turnout / Representative
participants

Seating: Control

4,533 (1,240)
3,634 (1,296)

4,278 (1,295)
5,102 (1,216)

4,801 (1,136)
3,455 (1,261)

4,434 (1,253)
4,183 (1,370)
5,182 (1,081)

4,403 (1,360)

4,659 (1,235)
3,890 (1,327)

4,510 (1,249)
5,184 (1,231)

4,892 (1,087)
3,745 (1,291)

4,564 (1,216)
4,602 (1,261)
5,250 (1,040)

4,589 (1,300)

4,782 (1.240)
4,032 (1,395)

4,548 (1,268)
5,518 (1,108)

5,037 (1,062)
3,777 (1,332)

4,620 (1,225)
4,667 (1,356)
5,486 (1,105)

4,720 (1,353)
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