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Abstract

World Heritage cities (WHC), meaning urban areas, often in part, inscribed at the UNESCO World Heritage list are valuable heritages to 

many local and global communities and, therefore, attract efforts to conserve them. Nonetheless, these cities are increasingly under 

pressure, by globalization, climate change, and tourism. An integral approach, interlinking urban development, and conservation, 

as proposed by the 2011 UNESCO Recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscape (HUL approach), foreseen to promote a more 

sustainable development. This means that public participation plays an essential role in consensus building among the varied 

stakeholders on related decision making processes, in particular on what is a heritage (attributes) in their city and why (values) to 

be conserved.The HUL approach underlines people‘s role by proposing public participation as a tool, recommending authorities 

to involve the community in their urban and heritage management processes. Being an international recommendation, the HUL 

approach does not specify a framework for public participation, nor reference the critical factors affecting the public participation 

processes, as these are expected to differ, depending on the context. It does reference the aim for consensus specificly to the cultural 

significance (attributes and values) of the city among all stakeholders.This paper aims to present the results of a part of a systematic 

literature review, revealing the knowledge and gaps in the state-of-the-art in studies that focus on public participation as a tool to 

reach consensus. The eligible studies were evaluated on four criteria: 1) context and field of the project, 2) public participation process, 

3) consensus. Besides highlighting its conceptual complexities and contradictions, this paper also puts forward recommendations to 

guide future research. Results can be relevant for cities seeking public participation frameworks to implement the HUL approach.
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The 2011 UNESCO Recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscape (HUL approach) promotes a 

reform of heritage management. It proposes an integral approach, interlinking urban development 

and conservation. The HUL approach also promotes heritage as social capital (Bandarin and Van 

Oers, 2012; Sonkoly, G., 2017; Veldpaus and Roders, 2017) and proposes public participation as a tool, 

recommending the authorities to involve more and better the community. 

Being an international recommendation, the HUL approach does not reference particular methods, 

actors, and the level of public participation. These are expected to vary according to the context, 

heritage, and community. Though it does recommend using public participation, in order to reach 

consensus among the stakeholders on what resources in their city ought to be conserved, named as 

attributes, and on why should these resources be conserved, named as values (Veldpaus and Roders, 
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2017). That is to say, while the attributes and values of the cities can differ from person to person, 

public participation is suggested as a tool to reach a consensus among the stakeholders on what 

and why resources should be listed as heritage. Determining the attributes and values contributes 

to setting limits of acceptable change, distinguishing areas in cities on their level of conservation, 

playing a significant role in the integration of urban development and conservation. As such, 

determining the attributes and values which are common by all stakeholders is essential.

Investigating consensus building in public participation processes is not only covered in heritage 

planning but also in other planning fields. This study focusses on researches examining the 

public participation process to reach consensus in urban planning, including heritage planning. 

Through a structured search of literature and further analysis, two questions and sub-questions 

are formulated, namely:

1 What is the main focus of the literature on public participation and consensus building? What are 

their findings? What is the knowledge gap?

2 What are the main factors of the public participation process affecting consensus building, and 

how are they developed?

In order to address these questions, eligible studies were evaluated on three criteria: 1) context and 

field of the project, 2) public participation process, 3) consensus. 

2 METHODOLOGY

This paper is based on a systematic literature review (Boland & et al., 2017), comparing researches 

that focus on how to reach consensus on values and attributes in a public participation process. 

The main concepts are, respectively, consensus, values and attributes, and public participation.

2.1 SEARCH PROCESS 

This research focused on the binary combination of consensus, values and attributes, and public 

participation. This paper specifically presents the results of selected publications combining the 

concepts of public participation and consensus, which covered around half of the total records 

gathered. These terms were complemented with other related concepts, such as community, public, 

citizen, local, actor, and stakeholder, in relation to the term public. The same was done for the concept 

participation, including related concepts as participation, engagement, and involvement. Conflict and 

consensus also were used to enrich the pool of papers focused on consensus.

The SCOPUS database was taken as the source, and the collection was limited to publications 

being classified as the fields: Social Sciences, Engineering, Environmental Science, and Arts and 

Humanities (total 405 records). 

Records were excluded when they were not involving the public in the participation process (e.g., 

Caponio, 2018; Cho & Jung, 2018), nor when consensus building in public participation process would 

not be addressed (e.g., Blečić et al., 2007; Petrušonis, 2018). Moreover, full books have been excluded 

to keep the sample of publications comparable. Only accessible and English publications were 

chosen. Studies were assessed on the above inclusion and exclusion criteria by reading abstracts, 
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and if not clear from the abstract, the whole article was further reviewed. PRISMA was the mean to 

develop the systematic review and meta-analyses clearly and completely (Liberati et al., 2009). This 

study presents the search process in Fig. 1.

FIG. 1 PRISMA flow diagram; Overview of the number of eligible records in each step and exclusion criteria 

(consensus + public participation)

2.2 ASSESSMENT CRITERIA

After specifying the eligible studies (total 78 records), the literature was further reviewed on different 

subcategories within three domains: 1) Context and field of the project; 2) public participation 

process; 3) Consensus. First, the context and field of the project were sub-classified as (1) spatial 

planning, (2) infrastructure planning, and (3) political issues. 

The geographical distribution of the projects was also specified. Second, public participation process 

was further detailed in relation to actors, methods, and levels of public participation. Each of these 

aspects has specific subcategories. The name and number of interest groups that participate 

in the project were specified. Methods are subcategorized to data collection and data analysis, 

distinguishing those which are Digital Technology (DT), Decision Making Support Model (DMSM), and 

Analog. The level of public participation (table 1) was classified according to the IAP2 (International 

Association for Public Participation) framework (IAP, 2007). 
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TABLE 1 IAP2 public participation framework (2007)

The third criteria, consensus, was investigated concerning terminology and content. Accordingly, the 

word frequency and the terms used for the concept of consensus were identified and compared (see 

Table 2). Regarding the content, the records aim to reach a consensus or to guide to a consensus. 

The difference between these two approaches is further explored.

TABLE 2 Assessment domains and their subcategories
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3 RESULTS

Most publications (92%) report on one or more case studies on public participation. Seven 

papers (8%) instead, report on theoretical aspects of public participation (e.g., Cecchini & Trunfio, 

2007; Laurini, 1998). 

3.1 CONTEXT AND FIELD OF THE PROJECT 

The literature mostly does not provide enough information according to the context of the case 

studies and how it affects the process. Most research is conducted by the fields of spatial planning 

(67%), infrastructure planning (29%), and political management (4%). The case studies have different 

scales, ranging from neighborhood planning to urban development planning. These case studies are 

primarily located in Europe (39%), followed by America (32%) and Asia (20%), being Oceania (7%), and 

Africa (2%), the least researched continents.

3.2 PUBLIC PARTICIPATION PROCESS

Since the 1960s, public participation process has been the topic of a lot of studies and there were 

different approaches to it. In the following items, this paper discusses and compares the common 

issues in public participation processes in the literature.

3.2.1 Actors
The literature addresses four subjects according to the actor, including the number of the groups of 

actors participating in the project, public or private invitation, criteria of selection of the participants, 

and the role of different actors. 

Most research details the groups of actors participating in their project (77%). Seldom is the research 

focused on only one group of actors (e.g., Balug & Vidart-Delgado, 2015). Most research includes two 

or more groups of actors. Beatley et al. (1994) involved the most actors, with nine interest groups. 

Sometimes, actors are limited to a specific social group, age, or gender (e.g., minority groups, young 

students, or women). Besides, in some case studies, each group of actors were involved in specific 

steps of the process and, as a result, had different levels of participation (Golobiĉ & Maruŝiĉ, 2007). 

An open public invitation encouraging stakeholders to participate is the most common form of 

invitation (Manzi et al., 2018; Shen & Kawakami, 2007; Tudor et al., 2014). However, in a few cases, the 

potential participants are personally invited to take part in the process (e.g., Vlachokostas and et al., 

2011; Shen & Kawakami, 2007). 

Although the selection criteria of the participants are mentioned as a significant issue (Arciniegas 

& Janssen, 2012), there are just few research defining them (Finka et al., 2017; Gerasidi et al., 2009; 

Pérez-Soba et al., 2018; Starkl et al., 2013). For example, Gerasidi et al. (2009) defined three steps: (a) 

stakeholder mapping (identification of all potential stakeholders or stakeholder groups in the region, 

who affect or is affected by the project decisions); (b) assessment of stakeholder interests, positions 

and how these interests could be affected by project risk and viability; and (c) selection of different 

stakeholders to be involved in the study processes. 
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The role of different actors, including planners and policymakers, and their influence in the success 

of the public participation process are only addressed by few scholars (e.g., Cheng, 2013; Purbani, 

2017; Fahmi and et al., 2016; Maginn, 2007).

3.2.2 Level of public participation
Most of the literature (79%) provides information about the level of public participation though they 

do not directly mention that. Overall, nearly half of the case studies are in level three of the IAP2 

(International Association for Public Participation) framework, involvement (48%), such as Van 

Empel(2008) and Gray et al. (2017). The rest are in level two, consultation (34%) (Tudor et al., 2014; 

Mohammadi, Norazizan and Nikkhah, 2018), and a few in level four, collaboration (18%) (Halla, 2005; 

Jaasma et al., 2017). 

There were no researches reviewed on levels one and five. In other words, all the records go further 

than informing and at least consult with the stakeholders. But, they do not work on empowering 

participants, which means that they do not place the final decision at the hands of the public. Mostly 

(82%), the project manager keeps the power and makes the last decision, though considering the 

opinions of the participants. Only in a few records participants collaborate in decision making 

and consensus building.

3.2.3 Method
Most researchers either reference (21%) or investigate further (70%) the methods and tools of public 

participation. Concerning data collection, most of the projects used Analog methods alone (54%) 

or with combination to other methods (24%). DT methods are also used in the rest of the literature 

(22%). Semi-structured interviews and public hearing meetings (Yu et al., 2019), focus group meeting 

(e.g., Le Pira et al., 2017), public meeting (e.g., Engberg, 2018), role play, workshop (e.g., Thomas et 

al., 2018), public dinner, site visiting (e.g., Balug and Vidart-Delgado, 2015) are examples of Analog 

methods that have been used in the literature. These methods are also used in combination with 

other methods. Finka and his colleagues (Finka et al., 2017) present a five steps public participation 

procedure including a variety of methods and tools including focus groups, Public Participation 

Geoinformation Systems (DT), and voting or referenda (DMSM).

Among the researchers who detailed their data analysis methods, many used DMSM in their case 

studies, alone (26%) or with combination to other methods (48%), and few used only DT (14%) or 

Analog methods (12%). Delphi (Aigwi et al., 2019; Diaz et al., 2018; Jayasooriya et al., 2019) and AHP 

( Regan, Colyvan and Markovchick-Nicholls, 2006; Nordström et al., 2009; Diaz et al., 2018;) are the 

most common DMSM methods that have been used in the literature.

3.3 CONSENSUS

Consensus is a complex concept that can be seen from different points of view. In the following, the 

terminology and interpretation of the concept of consensus is explored. 

3.3.1 Terminology
The use of the term „consensus“ ranged from once to 106 times. Other terms are also used for the 

concept of consensus, namely compromise, agree, agreement, and convergence. However, as they 
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were repeated in the records only a few times, the records can not be compared according to these 

terms. Hence, the goal was to investigate the relation between the frequency of consensus and the 

methods of public participation.

3.3.2 Reach/guide to a consensus

Consensus is often assumed as the goal of public participation processes (e.g., Bertolinelli et al., 2018; 

Engberg, 2018; Lebeau et al., 2018; Jayasooriya et al., 2019). While most of the records aim to reach 

a consensus, two scholars specify their aim as to guide to a consensus (Fahmi et al., 2016; Kato et 

al., 2008). In these cases, the decision was made before the public participation process, aiming to 

inform and persuade the stakeholders to agree with the decision. It is also worth noting that among 

the cases seeking a consensus, only a few (20%) asked participants to choose among a limited 

number of predefined options (e.g., Shen, Kawakami and Kishimoto, 2012; Thomas et al., 2018). 

Therefore, this also pre-sets the range of decisions.

4 DISCUSSION

In this part, we discuss potential relations between the different criteria mentioned in the results. 

Charts 1 and 2 demonstrate the average frequency of consensus in studies using different methods 

of DMSM, DT, and Analog in data collection and data analysis. These diagrams only include methods 

that have been used at least in five records. It can be seen from both charts that studies using DMSM, 

DT, and Analog respectively have more frequency of consensus. In other words, studies using DMSM 

methods focus on reaching consensus as a final goal by quantifying the participants‘ opinions. 

However, as the figures show, the level of public participation is relatively low when the records 

use only a DMSM method. This is because mostly, there is no or very limited interaction between 

different participants. Among data collection and data analysis methods, respectively, Analog and 

the combination of all the methods have the highest level of public participation. The higher level 

of participation not only means giving more power to participants but also means providing more 

interaction among them to reach a consensus.

FIG. 2 The relation between data collection methods with the level of public participation, and frequency of 

consensus.
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FIG. 3 The relation between data analysis methods, level of public participation, and frequency of 

consensus

5 CONCLUSION

The literature review presented revealed that research on consensus building in public participation 

processes is primarily focused on general planning, and seldom addressing heritage planning. None 

of them referenced to HUL approach. However, more than half of the scholars (57%) do reference 

values (e.g., Mouat et al., 2013; Aigwi et al., 2019), mostly seeking consensus on values.

This paper investigated the factors affecting consensus building in a public participation process. 

The first factor are the actors whom participate in the process, which is referenced by most of the 

literature. Although involving more interest groups makes reaching a maximum consensus more 

challenging, it leads to a more inclusive process. 

The second factor is the level of participation, which is indirectly referenced in most of the records. 

The higher the level of public participation, more empowered the public is, more interaction they 

have and more inclusive the consensus is in the decision making process.. In level one and two of the 

IAP2 framework (one-third of the records), the participants are only indirectly involved in the decision 

making process and consensus is reached without their presence. Nevertheless, respectively in 

levels three, four, and five, participants are more actively involved in the consensus building process. 

Almost all of the literature references public participation methods, which is our third factor. Among 

different methods, DMSMs, using mathematical models and formulas, are more transparent and 

clear in reaching a point of consensus. However, there is no room for interaction in these methods 

and each participant is supposed to give his or her points of view individually. Analog and DT 

methods, in the other hand, are based on interaction contributing the actors to understand each 

other’s points of view and reach a maximum consensus instead of an exact point of consensus. 

DT methods are the product of the recent decades which increase the efficiency of the Analog 

methods by fostering human interaction and visualizing actors’ opinions. All the factors affect the 

degree of inclusive consensus and a maximum consensus. Then, each public participation project 

should find a balance between an inclusive consensus and a maximum consensus. 

The last factor that influences all of the above factors is the context of the site. However, only a few 

information is provided regarding the context and how it affects other factors. The starting point 
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to improve a public participation framework for HUL are these factors and the acceptable range 

of them. None of the records provides an assessment of the project, and there is not yet a widely 

accepted framework for public participation assessment. Although, this paper cannot define the right 

limitation for each factor, it reveals the frequency of different options in each factor and potential 

relation between these options towards reaching a consensus. 

The research gap was revealed related to the combination of site, method, level of participation, 

and diversity of actors for consensus building in planning processes. The open questions for the 

continuity of this research are: How can the consensus phase of the HUL approach be enriched by 

this paper’s achievement on public participation methods? Which types of methods and tools could 

be combined? And how could they be used to satisfy consensus building requirements of heritage 

site particularities and citizen empowerment? This research will now investigate how digital 

technologies such as mining social media data could contribute to understand citizen’s heritage 

values and attributes. This will be used to critically reflect on DT as a tool integrated to the HUL 

approach to achieve a greater conservation and sustainability in World Heritage Cities.

Endnotes
This study comes up with the categorization of methods. Two main categories are those using mathematic models or statistics 
and those using participants’ interaction and discussion to reach a consensus. This paper called the first category DMSM 
including Delphi and AHP. The second category includes Analog and DT methods, contributing to common understanding to reach 
a maximum consensus. As it is clear from their name, DT methods use DT tools namely including online survey, visualisation 
tool, online participation platforms, and public participation Geographic Information System, social media analysis, and intelligent 
agent models. Analog methods use analog tools in their main process including paper survey, public meetings, paper maps, site 
visiting, and exhibition. 
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