
 1 

Attitudes towards Citizen Involvement. Looking from Both Sides of the ‘Gap’ 

 

Dries Verlet 

Kristof Steyvers 

Herwig Reynaert 

Carl Devos
1
 

 

Introduction: the contested container of democracy 

 

In most contemporary societies democracy has become the prime political regime, both 

normatively and practically. While many countries at least formally accept the idea of a 

sovereign and politically equal citizenry, the debate on how to organise this governmental 

form however dates back to its ancient roots. While democracy can be generally characterized 

as ‘rule by the people’, questions emerge on their unity, the way in which and the extent to 

which they should rule (Heywood, 2002: 67-68). The mode through which citizens should be 

included actively in politics intersects most of the latter issues. Though many agree that 

democracy not only refers to rule for the people but also by the people opinion differs on the 

frequency, appearance and realm of citizen participation.  

 

A classic continuum vested upon the contested nature of people’s self-government is that 

between representative and direct democracy. In its purest form the latter is sometimes 

characterized as ‘unmediated rule by the people’. It exists to the extent that all citizens can 

debate and decide directly on all important policy alternatives (Budge, 2001: 224-225). Its 

representative counterpart then is a more limited and indirect form of democracy. It is 

constrained to a restricted and infrequent form of popular participation. Herein citizens 

transfer their sovereignty to representatives. They select a class of politicians to which the 

power to govern is delegated. Elections are the mechanism through which this act occurs. The 

latter are also the primal devices to hold the representatives accountable (Barber, 1996: 921-

922). With the massification of popular self-government representation became democracy’s 

core mode. As in many spheres of modern society specialisation and a division of labour also 

entered politics separating the governing from the governed (Clarke, 2001: 599-603). Often a 

highly developed party system and (politically embedded) civil society provided mediation 

and linkage bridging the gap between citizens and politics, almost logically entailed by 

diminishing democracy’s participatory elements.  

 

While both modes refer to fundamental choices on the arrangement of democracy and 

representation currently seems to have settled the suit to its advantage, practices mix and 

contestation continues. No democracy is purely representative in its daily operation. Most 

include participatory elements surpassing the rather passive act of voting. Furthermore, even 

the most inclusive and direct systems (e.g. Switzerland) need some form of political labour 

division to prepare or to carry out their people’s rule. Therefore popular self-government 

should rather be referred to as a balance between representation and direct rule rather than as 

a story of ‘either’ and ‘or’. Any contemporary democracy can thus be characterized as 

participatory while the ratio between both modes accounts for differences between systems.  

 

Nevertheless these equilibriums are rather fluent and temporary. The organisation of 

democracy is constantly discussed and adapted to a changing society. Today and as a result of 

factors that will be outlined below the enhancement of participatory elements in democracy is 

mostly voiced. While such demands are not new, reasons and contexts differ as do the forms 

of the quest for increased citizen participation. Some seem to shift the role of the citizenry to 
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the output side of policy-making redefining them as customers or consumers. Others carry 

popular inclusion beyond consultation: citizens should become active partners and co-

producers in policy-making. The latter are often referred to as interactive policy-making or 

more broadly discursive or deliberative democracy (Delli Carpini, Cook and Jacobs, 2004: 

315-344).  

 

While nearly all governmental levels are affected by these debates, in this paper we will focus 

on a level that is often characterized as both the breeding and proving ground of democracy: 

that of local government. Reviewing the literature we will start from its alleged democratic 

surplus and look into the challenges contemporary local democracy faces. While placing 

tensions upon representative democracy in a historic perspective reasons for transformations 

towards its more participatory counterpart are scrutinized. We also focus on the appearance of 

this (re)new(ed) local democracy. From a comparative overview we come to the context of 

our analysis: Belgium. As democratic renewals are often assumed to bridge the ‘gap’ 

perceived between citizens and politics (a debate formerly profiled in Belgium), our empirical 

part will study both sides of this cleavage. Arguing that key-actor attitudes are essential for 

the acceptance and distribution of democratic modes, we focus both on governors (mayors) 

and governed (citizens) to map the base for different mechanisms of citizen inclusion. We end 

this chapter by making some reflections that are essential to the assessment of participatory 

and direct democracy at the local level.  

 

The local level as the breeding and proving ground of democracy 

 

Democracy is one of the traditional surpluses local government is often identified with. The 

local level is said to provide a unique environment for citizen participation both serving 

internal and external ends. Internally, local democracy shapes opportunities to influence 

decisions that affect the daily life of citizens and have a direct and highly visible effect upon 

them (Beetham, 1996: 36-40). Therefore both substantially and symbolically local 

governmental institutions are more accessible and easier to engage with (Sharpe, 1970).   

 

With J.S. Mill (1948: 278-290) the external function of local democracy comes forward. Here 

the local level serves a ‘higher cause’ providing a political apprenticeship for participation in 

general. Citizens get acquainted locally with public debate and experience its possibilities and 

limitations. The latter is expected to provide the leverage for involvement and participation in 

the broader governmental framework. Also politicians might learn the ‘ropes of political 

business’ at the local level. This participative potential is nested upon a perceived feeling of 

identification and hence solidarity with a local community. There the gap between the 

governors and the governed is at its narrowest. This level-closest-to-citizen thus provides 

more possibilities to realise a democratic-inclusive ideal than would be the case for its central 

counterpart (Stoker, 1996: 6-14)
2
.  

 

Stemming from this discursive interconnection it might not surprise that another central 

feature of the closest-to-citizen level interacts with the assets of local democracy. Often the 

local level is used as a laboratory and proving ground for policy and politics (Pilet et al., 

2005: 620). Problems, challenges and opportunities quite often firstly pop up at the local level 

and hence are consequently tackled. When reform is intended upon, in many cases the local 

level is the identified arena. Both history and contemporary evolutions show the latter is also 

the case for the quest to renew democracy.  
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Renewing local democracy: a long and winding road 

 

In many respects similar tendencies in democracy occurred both at the local and the central 

level. Hence, the massification of politics interacted with the development of the welfare state 

increasing the functional burden for local government. As a result, also local democracy 

tended towards the representational model. An electoral chain of command (Dearlove, 1973: 

25-46) prevailed in which the council occupied a pivotal position. As popular representatives 

councillors translated inputs into authoritative decisions guiding the actions of executive 

leaders and administrators. This model could be considered as the representational translation 

of the ideal of laymen rule in which people are ruled by their equals (Mouritzen and Svara, 

2001: 51-52). In principle any citizen thus might function as an elected official. In 

representative democracy the prevailing of the amateur politician is more problematic. 

Electoral practice gave birth to (semi-)professional groups (parties) and individuals 

(candidates) contesting for power. Due to the specific close-to-citizen nature of local politics 

this ideal was nevertheless approximated if only or at least in a symbolic way.  

 

Balancing between voice and exit: local democratic renewal before the 1990s 

 

This council primacy gradually became contested, on the one hand stemming from 

considerations on its empirical validity (e.g. the community power debate) and on the other 

from more theoretical arguments to rethink the relationship between the governed and the 

governors. From the 1960s onwards attempts were made to introduce more participatory 

elements in local democracy to voice citizen’s demands strengthened by the crumbling down 

of traditional hierarchic social relationships. In this era, advisory boards and hearings came to 

the surface. Edelenbos and Monikhof (1998: 16-18) argue that the primacy of politics 

nevertheless remained. While citizens no longer accepted to be subjects of politics and 

traditional bureaucratic barriers were reduced, their inclusion in decision-making was limited 

to ‘consultation’ and ‘giving advise’ not necessarily followed upon by politics. To put it 

differently: where political leaders may hear many, they still listen to few and decide alone.  

 

Though not entirely leading to its disappearance the quest for a more efficient and effective 

local government placed democratic renewal somewhat in the shadow during the 1980s and 

the beginning of the 1990s (Daemen and Schaap, 2000: 11-12). When markets, management 

by objectives, contracting out and privatization become the new buzzwords, citizens at best 

are customers or clients of local government. Instead of voicing citizens’ demand into the 

existing system the exit option is taken: meeting public needs is only marginally ‘political’. 

Of course, large differences exist between systems and communities in the extent to which 

these principles are actually put into practice. They refer however to dominant opinion 

climates eroding the bed to redesign governors-governed relations.  

 

Hereunder we argue that the 1990s witness somewhat of a synthesis of more democracy on 

the one hand and more efficiency on the other. While dissatisfaction with traditional voting 

roles grows new answers take up a variety of old practices. As a result consumer-orientations 

mix with participatory demands. Before going into the appearance of this contemporary 

‘hydra democracy’ some of the reasons for democratic renewal should be outlined.  

 

Speaking in different voices: local democratic renewal since 1990s 
 

As was the case in previous decades local governments in the 1990s also were confronted 

with attempts to optimise local democracy. Literature identifies a number of reasons for the 
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latter. Before taking up the important issue of (perceived) changes leading to actual reform the 

former is outlined below.  

 

Though entangled in practice a distinction could be made between factors endogenous and 

exogenous to participation that account for change. In the first case the nature of participation 

itself is under transformation both at the individual and the organisational level. On the one 

hand – and driven by forces such as an increasing educational attainment and 

individualisation – the amount of ‘critical citizen’s’ grows (Norris, 1999). This group could 

be characterised as post materialist, valuing involvement in government as important to their 

personal development and crucial for politics. It is no longer satisfied with a mere passive role 

linked with the more protective and basic needs providing conception of government. On the 

other hand, the mechanisms through which citizens try to influence government change. As a 

supplement to the traditional hierarchic forms of participation (voting, involvement in 

politically agglutinated civil society, party membership) more informal and unconventional 

modes gain ground (Topf, 1995: 52-91). While such evolutions occur at all levels, they tend 

to generate most pressure locally given its participatory surplus.   

 

In the second case changes occur in the broader governmental framework thereby affecting 

participation. Contemporary local government is said to be on the shift towards local 

governance (John, 2001: 9-17). The internationalisation of economies, a greater demand from 

the private sector to be involved in public decisions, the Europeanization of public policies, 

new policy challenges and the move to a post bureaucratic state all add up to the shift in 

political participation mentioned. As a result, the appearance of the local level changes. 

Institutions are multiplied and restructured, new networks (both horizontal and cross-national) 

emerge and new policy initiatives are taken. These evolutions imply that governing becomes 

more complex and diffused. Dilemmas of coordination and accountability occur, putting 

strains on the legitimacy of the democratic system. While part of the solution is sought in 

making executive leadership more prominent new mechanisms of control and accountability 

try to counter the failings of representative democracy in such an environment. Modes of 

involving citizens and legitimating policy transform.  

 

As it comes to reform one factor might be even more important than the actual presence of 

these evolutions. The latter might be subordinate to the perception that traditional 

participation deficits. Before intending reform and determining its particular nature, elites 

have to pick up signals of change, identify them as problematic to current practices and hence 

deduce a set of measures needed to cure their shortcomings. This seems to have happened 

during the 1990s. By a significant part of the political elite local government was 

characterised as being no longer legitimate and responsive to citizens. Lowering rates of 

electoral turnout, deteriorating degrees of trust in government, declining membership of 

political parties or growing support for their ideologically extreme counterparts and less 

traditional participation (Denters and Rose, 2005: 5-6) were seen as signals of lacking 

confidence from citizens to politics. The gap between the latter, so innate to representative 

democracy, became once again problematic.  While many note that a crisis of political parties 

migrated out of society might be the real cataclysm for democracy from which overstretched  

conclusions are drawn in terms of representation as a whole (Stouthuysen, 2002: 7-16) most 

reforms refer primarily to the latter. Many countries namely adopted reforms aiming to bridge 

this alleged ‘too distant democracy’ to which transforming nature we will turn
3
.  
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Beyond electoral citizenship: from consumer to producer 

 

In many countries political reforms occurred aiming to surpass the classic role of citizens as 

voters and trying to answer the problems outlined above. While some stay closely to the 

traditional mechanisms of representation (Vetter and Kersting, 2003: 18-19) others tend 

towards the inclusion of more participatory and direct elements in local democracy. While 

varied in their appearance, a distinction could be made as to whether they focus on the input 

or the output of policy-making. Both redefine the role of citizens in a distinctive way.  

 

In terms of input, reforms aim at including and integrating citizens more extensively and 

differently in the early stages of decision-making (Denters and Rose, 2005: 257). Variation 

exists in the extent to which these practices leave room for ‘unmediated rule by the people’, 

i.c. the power of citizens to actually decide on policy
4
.  

 

Many stick to a consultative conception of participation asking opinions on policy-issues but 

not transferring the actual decision-making power to the citizenry. The latter are informed or 

consulted by local political institutions or given an advisory role. The primacy of politics 

prevails however. Elected politicians are accountable for final decisions. With regard to its 

content, this conception corresponds to previous adaptations in local democracy even since 

the 1960s. Forms change however. ICT and other communication technologies provide new 

ways to inform citizens or to integrate their views in policy-making. While questions might be 

posed on the inclusiveness of such an e-democracy (Drücke, 2005), they add up to the 

revitalisation of hearings, advisory boards, neighbourhood councils or citizen forums as other 

means of consultative local democracy.  

 

Others are more far going in opening up political decision-making to citizens. Current local 

democracy witnesses the emergence of two such figures: interactive policy-making and 

referenda. Stemming from the notion of deliberation the former holds democracy to be an 

argumentative, open and rational dialogue between the governed and the governors (Elster, 

1988). Hence the practice of interactive policy-making upgrades citizens as equal partners to 

politicians. Co-decision occurs in which both parties agree on a policy agenda, objectives and 

methods (Devos, Reynaert and Verlet, 2005: 33-39). Often a territorially constrained 

stakeholder’s perspective is adopted. Politicians interact with different parties (inhabitants, 

private firms and third sector organisations) having an interest in policy-issues affecting a 

specific area (often a neighbourhood). Participatory budgets can be seen as examples of 

interactive policy-making.  

 

The device that leaves the largest space for popular self-government (at least in theory) is that 

of referenda. Herein, citizens can express their view on particular policy themes. A number of 

countries have adopted referenda at the local level (Hamon and Passelecq, 2000). Variation 

exists however in the moment of the policy-process they refer to. Either they raise issues for 

discussion (initiatives) and thus set the political agenda or they are used to decide on 

established policy proposals (plebiscites). In their purest form referendums are initiated by the 

citizenry and their results are binding. Soft versions also exist in which government proposes 

a vote on a policy issue that is only advisory
5
. The latter might be characterized as popular 

consultation. Referenda differ also on more formal grounds that can nevertheless have 

important political implications: what are the prerequisites e.g. in terms of support to make a 

claim susceptible, to what extent is participating in a referendum compulsory for citizens, 

what kind of questions can be raised, etc.? (Lupia and Matsusaka, 2004: 463-467).  
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Other reforms do not so much focus on the input of policy-making but tend towards the 

output side of legitimate government. Here questions of effectiveness and efficiency of public 

services become central. Not accidentally, this brings local democracy close to a business 

firm model. Many of these reforms are in line with the broader quest for a New Public 

Management and draw participatory conclusions within a managerial logic (Christensen and 

Lægreid, 2002: 280-286). The question here is not whether decision-making has succeeded in 

including and integrating citizens but the extent to which the latter are satisfied with what the 

governmental process brings about: policy output. Citizens thus become clients of municipal 

services. Their role is somewhat reduced to that of customers of the administration and 

consumers of policy output (Burns, Hambleton and Hogget, 1994: 38-51). The emergence of 

satisfaction surveys, school and other user boards or making performance indicators public 

can be seen as examples of such a ‘new clientelism’.   

 

Though both appeal to a fundamentally different logic input and output oriented reforms in 

citizen participation concur in practice leading Caulfield and Larsen (2001: 16-17) to mention 

a general transformation of the public domain. Classical forms of participation give way to 

new modes of involvement which are more direct, ad-hoc and narrow in scope. At the same 

time, the public domain is redefined: while citizens become to a greater extent consumers of 

the policy-outcome, responsiveness swings more towards perceived output-quality than to 

input-inclusiveness. Both are not necessarily smoothly combined however. Focussing on 

output might create ‘collateral damage’ to democracy in squeezing it into a reduced and one-

dimensional interpretation or even pushing more participatory elements out (Steyvers, 

Reynaert, De Ceuninck and Valcke, 2006). 

 

Where should Belgium be placed as it comes to these tendencies? The introduction of 

participatory devices in Belgium has been a two-stage process. Firstly, starting in the 1960’s 

up to the 1990s, a number of Belgian municipalities took themselves some initiatives to 

introduce elements of participatory democracy (such as advisory councils or public hearings) 

in order to give citizens the opportunity to express their desires and grieves regarding the 

local policy. At this time, no legal framework was existent and municipalities considered that 

it was part of their local autonomy. Therefore, the first experiences with participatory 

democracy were built from the ground, without any top-down directives. The second period 

in the history of local participatory in Belgium has begun in the 1990s and is still ongoing. 

This period is characterised firstly by the institutionalisation of existing participatory devices 

and secondly by the cautious introduction of initiatives and experiments with interactive 

decision-making. The local level appears to be a test-area for experiments with several forms 

of interactive decision-making such as district management projects, city conferences, city 

discussions, citizen forums, scenario workshops, citizen panels, digital debates, interactive 

websites, inhabitant congresses, participatory budgeting, etc. 

  

Several legal initiatives were taken during the 1990’s, in order to institutionally embed 

participatory democracy at the local level (Generet, 1997). Mainly, they were included in the 

Municipal Law of 1995. The three main participatory devices translated into law concerned 

are consultative referendum, consultative citizens’ councils and the opportunity for citizens’ 

questions during the session of the municipal council. 

 

Since January 1
sth

, 2002, the organization of communalities and provinces in Belgium has 

been handed over to the regions (agreement of Lambermont), allowing the regions to replace 

the Belgian municipal law by their own legislation. In Flanders, a new municipal decree has 

been approved on July, 6
th

 2005. In Wallonia, a new decree called ‘Code de la démocratie 
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locale et de la participation’ was adopted in 2005. For most part, concerning citizens’ 

participation, it only copies what was already existent in the national communal law of 1995. 

 

The provisions concerning citizen participation provided by the municipality decrees in 

Flanders and Wallonia make it clear that the existing legal framework only has a relative, 

restricted impact on the role of the citizen. Some provisions don’t add anything to what had 

already been stipulated elsewhere. When situating the provisions on the participation ladder 

(like developed in 1969 by Sherry Arnstein), the rung of interactive democracy is mostly not 

obtained. The institutionalised participation possibilities are very traditional: to inform, to 

consult and to advice, mostly without binding conditions, for example, the local referendums. 

  

It seems that local politicians are rather sceptic about the benefit of citizen participation at the 

local level. Their scepticism turns into reluctance when it comes to actually using the legal 

framework given them several opportunities for participatory democracy in Belgian 

municipalities. The existing of a legal framework is one thing, the use of it, another. For 

example local referendums are extremely rare. Consultative councils are more widespread, 

especially in Flanders, however suffering a decline of their legitimacy. Also citizens don’t 

often take the initiative themselves for interpellating their governors. In other words, legally, 

local participatory democracy exists in Belgium but local politicians and citizens are not eager 

to use them.  

 

Therefore, it appears as if participatory democracy in Belgium is disliked by local politicians 

and that citizens are disinterested. However, it remains unclear if this lack of use reveals a 

general low interest of citizen participation in local politics or if it does only show that they 

are not interested in the existing devices in Belgium. In other words, would politicians be less 

reluctant to citizens’ participation and would citizens be more interested if the participatory 

devices were different?  

 

Bridging the scientific ‘gap’: from theory to practice 

 

The above has shown the existence of a European tendency to reorient local democracy in a 

more direct and participatory fashion. Comparative research places an important qualification 

to this tendency: in most systems representation remains the core of local democracy (Vetter, 

2000: 437-446). New forms of citizen inclusion rather add up to then entirely replace 

representative democracy. Not mentioning consultation in which its primacy remains, politics 

might accept partnerships in certain policy areas or even give in to referendum’s results but 

only seldom abolishes its pivotal role in general local governance
6
. Belgium seems to be 

somewhat of a reluctant pupil in the European class both in terms of using existing 

participatory mechanisms as in introducing new ones.  

 

This brings us to the central empirical point of this paper. While (national) political elites 

might voice a highly profiled discourse of reform in terms of participatory and direct 

democracy it is for key-actors in the field to maximise formal possibilities. Drawing on Kiser 

and Ostrom (2000: 56-88) we could argue that these actors have to be aware of potential 

changes (knowing the extension of participatory mechanisms), to accept them (to internalise 

them as desirable) and to act upon them (orient their behaviour to them). Our research focuses 

on the acceptance part of this chain-of-action while using a somewhat broader perspective. 

We map attitudes of two groups of key-actors towards notions of local democracy: those of 

the mayor and those of ordinary citizens in the Belgian context. This way, both sides of the 
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alleged ‘gap’ between citizens and politics are tackled giving us clues on the willingness of 

both groups to act in different democratic frameworks.  

 

This approach has some drawbacks. Firstly, being oriented to notions of democracy in general 

only leaves indirect space to focus on more participatory and direct devices. Nevertheless, 

mechanisms like referenda and co-production are covered by our data. This general approach 

also allows placing attitudes towards extended citizen inclusion in perspective. Secondly, 

measuring attitudes on abstract dimensions does not necessarily need to tell us something on 

actual behaviour of both governors and governed. Context or issue related factors might bring 

about participation where mere attitudinal climates would make us to expect the opposite and 

vice versa. Neither does it allow to assess the actual presence or use of several democratic 

devices associated with local governance. Such an approach however provides of us with a 

notion of the broader perceptual screen and the attitudinal framework key-actors might act 

upon under certain circumstances. It refers to the general acceptance of different notions of 

democracy. 

 

This paper draws on two datasets. For the part of the governors the key-figure of the mayor is 

scrutinized. Though formally rather weak (nominated by the regional government and with 

few own competences) mayors have become strong actors at the local scene in Belgium. In 

practice, they often are the electoral champions of their (national) party ranking highest in 

personal votes. The distribution of the mayoral position hence is mainly part of the post 

electoral process in the newly formed council (Steyvers, 2005). Below we will refer to the 

fact that they might also be considered as pivotal players in the municipal web thus being of 

crucial importance for the relationship with the governed. Mayoral data were gathered in the 

context of the comparative research project ‘Political Leaders in European Cities’ in which 

the relationship with the citizenry took up a substantial part. For Belgium, a standardised 

questionnaire was sent by post in 2003 to all mayors leading to a response rate of 42,3% (N = 

249). Data were representative in terms of region, municipal size and the type of list mayors 

were elected on. They refer to mayors currently in office since 2001
7
.  

 

For the part of the citizens data stem from research in the three biggest Flemish cities. The 

empirical data concerning the citizens were also collected through a survey. More 

specifically, annual face-to-face surveys have been done in Ghent since 2000 (Verlet, D., 

Reynaert, H. Devos, C., 2002; 2005)). In 2003, surveys were done in Bruges and Antwerp. 

However, the 2004 data for the city of Ghent will be central to this paper. 

 

The surveys largely consisted of closed questions and were shaped on the basis of previous 

research and literature studies. They were conducted in March 2004. In order to speed up the 

interviews and to minimise the effect of the order of the answer options, we used answer 

cards.
8
 The fieldwork was done by second year students of political and social sciences: 

option political sciences. 

 

The target group of our study was the voters of Ghent. There was no “maximum age”. The 

planned sample was chosen completely randomly from the population register. The size of the 

planned sample was 1700. No reserve lists were used. 

 

After the necessary quality controls, the actual sample contained data from 705 resident 

voters. The response rate was 41.5%. Given the size of the survey, this response can be 

considered normal.
9
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Because the non-responses can be differential, the representativity of the actual sample was 

examined with the Chi-squared test. We checked the variables of residence (operationalised 

on the basis of the postcode of the district in which the interviewee was living at the time), 

sex and age in the age categories. These checks showed that there were no significant 

problems with the representativity according to the district where people lived.
10

 In addition, 

the representativity was tested with the combined variables of sex and age.
11

 This analysis 

showed that the actual sample was also a good sample of the target population in this 

respect.
12

 

 

Before mapping out the support for interactive decision-making, we will look at the level of 

political participation in the city of Ghent. Here we also have to take a look at the level of 

political participation in Ghent, Bruges and Antwerp in 2003. 

 

Various forms of political participation were assessed among those surveyed. We are aware 

that the forms of participation reported in this paper are certainly not the only ones. 

Nevertheless, the various forms selected give us a picture of the current participation of 

voters, which is important in interactive decision-making. 

 

The concept of political participation is a particularly wide concept, all the more so because 

both parts of the concept have to be viewed in a wider or narrower sense. The term 

participation on its own already has many facets. Together with Irwin and Andeweg, we can 

say that participation is one of those words in which there is little lack of clarity in everyday 

language, while there is a lot of debate over a generally accepted definition and 

operationalisation of the concept of political participation.
13

 For example, it can relate to 

activities that may or may not be directly targeted at influencing the political process, and like 

Milbrath we can draw up a hierarchy of political participation (the “participation pyramid”).
14

 

 

With our description and operationalisation of the concept of political participation on a local 

level, we follow Denters and Geurts who refer to “all those activities which citizens 

voluntarily do and which are directed at influencing the formation or implementation of local 

government policy”.
15

 By citizens we mean the resident voters. The word “activities” is also 

important here, as in this way we keep all non-active forms of political involvement, such as 

political interest, out of our definition. In addition, we emphasise the voluntary nature of the 

activities. This means for example that all compulsory political activities (such as voting in 

Belgium) are left out of consideration. In our operationalisation, we limit ourselves to the 

rather conventional forms of participation. We do however take account of what Schonfeld 

called pseudo participation, such as actively looking for information on the local government. 

The purpose of such forms of participation is not to have a say in matters, but they are an 

important source of interaction between the citizen and his government.
16

 

 

In the end, six types of political participation were selected in our operationalisation of the 

term. Our indicators for local participation are: 

 

• Political function: fulfilling a political role. 

• Membership of a participatory body: membership of an advisory or consultative body 

of the city. 

• Residents group: membership of a residents group that attempts to influence city 

policy (examples of this are neighbourhood committees, environmental groups and 

cultural groups). 



 10 

• Consultation meetings/hearings: participation in a consultation meeting or hearing 

with civil servants and/or politicians of the city (within the last two years). 

• Asking for opinions: complying with a request for opinions by the city, for example 

with written questions, answer coupons, or over the internet (within the last two 

years). 

• Collection of information: actively collecting information on plans or decisions of the 

city (within the last two years). 

• General participation indicator: whether or not there is participation in (at least) one 

of these six forms of participation. 

 
Table 1. Overview of political participation in Ghent, Bruges and Antwerp in 

2003 and in Ghent in 2004 
 

2003 2004 

Form of participation Ghent 

(%) 

Bruges (%) Antwerp 

(%) 

Total 

(%) 

Ghent 

(%) 

Political function 0.4 0 0.6 0.4 0.4 

Membership of a participatory 

body 
1.7 2.8 1.8 2.0 1.4 

Residents group  10.2 5.7 4.9 7.0 6.7 

Consultation 

meetings/hearings 
16.7 15.8 8.1 13.3 13.8 

Asking for opinions 24.0 17.0 16.8 19.5 22.1 

Collection of information 25.5 21.0 16.8 21.1 22.8 

General participation indicator 43.6 36.2 31.3 37.2 40.4 

 

Table 1 shows data on political participation. In addition to the Ghent data of 2004, the 2003 

data for Ghent, Bruges and Antwerp are also shown. If we look at the table and take the 

general participation indicator as a point of comparison, we then see that only a minority of 

citizens in the three surveyed cities participate. Nevertheless, in 2003 between 31.3% and 

43.6% of the respondents in Ghent, Bruges and Antwerp participated in one way or another. 

The people of Ghent participate the most and in Antwerp the least. Bruges has an intermediate 

position. The level of political participation in Ghent in 2004 is in line with the 2003 data. 

Four out of ten Ghent voters participate in one way or another. 

 

When we look at the specific forms of participation we see the following pattern: participation 

increases when the form of participation requires less commitment. In other words citizens 

participate more in passive than in active forms. For example, compare the percentage of 

respondents who are prepared to comply with the request of the city for their opinions, and 

the percentage of respondents who are members of a participatory body of the city (22.8% 

against 1.4% in 2004). 

 

For the 2003 data we drew up a profile of the participating citizen.
17

 A similar pattern was 

found for the 2004 data. More specifically, the participating citizen is somebody who has a 

pronounced interest in politics. He is also somebody who would vote in local council 

elections, even without compulsory voting. In addition, taken overall he/she has a higher level 

of education. We also note that a relatively large amount of executives and teaching staff 

participate. There is also an increasing inclination for people to participate as they feel less 

politically powerless, as they adopt a more positive attitude towards migrants, and take up a 

less authoritarian position. We also note that –relatively– more people involved in 

associations and/or voluntary work also participate politically. Finally, the politically 
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participating voter attaches significantly more importance to politics in itself and comes into 

contact with the city services more often. Our analysis confirms the fact that we have a 

participating elite whose profile does not correspond to that of the typical voter. 

 

Alongside the profile of those who now participate in local politics in one way or another, we 

assessed other variables in the wide framework of citizen involvement. These variables enable 

us to examine the extent to which citizens are ready for interactive decision-making. 

 

In the first instance we asked the respondents the extent to which they are involved in their 

neighbourhood and their city. We deliberately made a distinction between the level of the 

neighbourhood on the one hand and the level of the city on the other. We did this because it is 

reasonable that people are more involved in the neighbourhood than in the more abstract city. 

However, this assumption is not confirmed when we bring in the empirical data. In 2004, 

25.8% of respondents believed they were (highly) involved in the neighbourhood, while the 

figure for the city was 30.4%. However, we have to note that relatively seen, the largest group 

of respondents was rather indifferent towards involvement in the neighbourhood and the city. 

40.9% and 35.7% of the people of Ghent surveyed gave a neutral answer to the question about 

involvement in the neighbourhood and the city respectively. 

 

It is important to make a distinction between the level of involvement on the one hand and the 

evaluation of this involvement on the other.
18

 Therefore, we also asked our respondents to 

assess the extent to which they are involved in the neighbourhood.
19

 We note that a large 

proportion of respondents assessed their involvement as sufficient or even very sufficient. 

43.4% and 39.8% of the people of Ghent believed that their involvement in the 

neighbourhood and the city respectively was (very) sufficient. 

 

In addition there is a link between involvement in itself and the evaluation of this 

involvement. We can namely imagine a situation where somebody believes that he or she is 

not involved in what happens in the neighbourhood/city, but has no problem with that. This 

invokes the picture of the “anonymous city”. This respondent has no need for more 

involvement in what happens in the neighbourhood/city. In other words, this person believes 

that he is not involved in the neighbourhood/city, but has no problem with it. As far as he is 

concerned, he feels sufficiently involved. People who do not lose any sleep over what 

happens in their neighbourhood/city, nor over their lack of interest in their 

neighbourhood/city, are probably unconcerned about measures to increase involvement. 

There is a strong significant association between the level of involvement in the 

neighbourhood/city on the one hand, and the evaluation of this involvement on the other.
20

 

For example, many respondents who are not involved in the neighbourhood/city also believe 

that they are insufficiently involved (37.9% and 38.0% respectively). The other respondents 

who are not involved in the neighbourhood/city have no problem with it. For example, 28.2% 

and 25.8% of the respondents who are not involved in the neighbourhood and the city 

respectively believe that their involvement is (very) sufficient. 

 

In addition we assessed the importance that the respondents attach to “being able to have a 

say” and “being informed” about the neighbourhood and city. An overwhelming majority of 

respondents in the three cities believe it is (very) important to have a voice and to be 

informed. For example, 74.2% and 68.2% believe that it is (very) important to be able to have 

a say about the neighbourhood and the city respectively. In addition, more than 80% believe 

that it is (very) important to be informed about the neighbourhood and the city. Thus even 
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more importance is attached to being informed about the neighbourhood and city, than to 

having a say about it. 

 

The fact that people believe it is important to have a say and to be informed about the 

neighbourhood and city does not automatically mean that there are many people who want to 

spend time on this. 15.5% of the Ghent voters answered “yes” when we asked about their 

preparedness to spend time to discuss the city. This percentage was higher when we put the 

same question at the neighbourhood level (25.5%). The readiness to spend time on the city is 

thus less than for the neighbourhood, in accordance with the importance that is attached to 

having a say in the neighbourhood and the city. 

 

That the citizens are more prepared to spend time on discussing the neighbourhood is not so 

surprising. The neighbourhood is the closest level and decisions can affect the citizens very 

directly. Nevertheless, only a small minority is actually prepared to spend time to have a say 

in the neighbourhood and the city. 

 

These data have to be put into perspective however: within this group of willing voters the 

majority already participate in one way or another (for example by participating in the 

consultation meetings, cf. supra). This group has thus already found the road to local 

government. The answer options regarding the readiness to spend time to have a say in the 

city and neighbourhood are also more nuanced than a simple “yes” or “no”. There is a 

significant group of voters (around 40%) who are doubtful, and answered with “maybe”, a 

group that the local councils can win over. 

 

Believing it is important to be informed about the neighbourhood and the city is one thing, the 

preparedness to invest time in debating it is something else. A question that remains, 

however, is whether the Ghent voters believe that they are sufficiently informed about the ins 

and outs of the city council. We also put this question to the Ghent voters in 2004. Somewhat 

more than one third of the voters (36.5%) think that they are sufficiently informed about the 

ins and outs of the city council, a quarter answered with “neither sufficiently/nor 

insufficiently”, while almost a third believe they are (very) insufficiently informed. 

 

In order to achieve true interactive decision-making, mutual information exchange is 

undoubtedly an important fact. In that same respect, we asked the voters about the extent to 

which they believe that Ghent city council is sufficiently informed about what the residents of 

the city want. Opinions also diverge in this respect. For example, a third of those surveyed 

believe that Ghent city council is (more than) sufficiently informed about what the residents 

want. Another third believe that the city council is insufficiently informed. In addition, around 

a quarter of voters answered “neither sufficiently/nor insufficiently”, while the remaining did 

not have an opinion. These results clearly show that the information requirement is reciprocal 

in the eyes of voters. 

 

How can a local government best reach the citizen who does not (yet) participate? Local 

governments are developing many initiatives to involve their residents in policy. Local 

information brochures are a traditional way of doing this. To what extent are they read? Only 

13.0% of Ghent voters never read the information brochures of the city. 35.6% occasionally 

do so, 25.5% regularly, and 25.8% always. This is of course a very passive form of 

communication. 
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In addition, to inform its residents, local government also has a wide variety of options for 

speaking to residents and assessing their opinions. They can go from written or verbal 

questions to “activity moments” (such as a city walk), and consulting the residents over the 

Internet. The resident voters were asked what, in their opinion, was the best way the city 

could ask its residents for their opinions. 

 

This analysis shows that a relative majority of resident voters prefer the written questions 

(35.2%). A significant proportion of voters see the Internet as the ideal means of 

communication with the government (19.3%). Besides, 12.9% prefer the information meeting. 

 

In addition, those surveyed were asked what in their opinion is the worst form of 

communication. Table 2 shows that a significant proportion of Ghent voters consider the 

Internet to be the worst way of asking the residents for their opinions (29.1%). This finding 

has an important message for local government. Despite the fact that e-government is “in 

vogue”, a substantial proportion of the population believes that it is not a good way of 

consulting them. An information meeting is also correspondingly considered by many to be 

the worst means (24.8%). 

 
Table 2. The most preferred and least preferred ways of reaching the residents with a request 

for their opinion in Ghent in 2004. 
 

 
Most 

preferred 

Least 

preferred 

Information meeting 12.9% 24.8% 

Discussion in small 

group 9.5% 6.0% 

Activity moment 7.5% 12.3% 

Ideas box 6.4% 11.6% 

Written questions 35.2% 7.7% 

Verbal questions  7.0% 6.7% 

Internet 19.3% 29.1% 

Other 1.7% 1.1% 

Missing values 0.6% 0.7% 

 

The most and least preferred channels thus correspond to some extent. On first sight, this 

would seem to be somewhat contradictory. Nevertheless, it emphasises the importance of a 

diversified approach to residents. It is relevant here to break down the preferred 

communication channels according to whether or not the person participates. There are clear 

differences in the most and least preferred channels, depending on whether or not the person 

participates. 

 

Citizens who already participate, much more than others, see an information meeting, a 

discussion in a small group, or the Internet as the best way in which the city council can ask 

for their opinions. The worst method of communication for this “participating” group, more 

than for the others, is the “activity moment” and the ideas box. On a relative basis, the written 

questions have the most approval among those who do not yet participate. Finally, it can be 

seen that for those who do not participate, the information meetings and also the Internet are 

seen as the worst ways of consulting residents. In brief, here we clearly see the different 

preferences of those who do participate and those who do not. 
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Finally, we assessed the views of the Ghent voter on having a say in matters (table 3). 

 

We can conclude that, despite for example the low preparedness to actually spend time to 

debate the neighbourhood or city, there is nevertheless support for interactive decision-

making. Two thirds of those surveyed believe that “having a say” will improve the quality of 

local decision-making and that the possibilities for such must be extended. A majority thus 

feel uncomfortable with the idea that having a say is superfluous or pointless. Moreover, 

42.8% disagree with the statement that having a say is pointless because you can only be 

heard when everything is all wrapped up. Finally 40% believe that “having a say” has an 

influence on the local council. 

 
Table 3. The vision of the people of Ghent in 2004 over having a say in matters. 
 

 
(Absolutely) 

agree 

Neither 

agree/nor 

disagree 

(Absolutely) 

disagree 

Don’t 

know/No 

answer 

n 470 128 40 67 
1 

Having a say improves the quality of local 

decision-making. % 66.7% 18.2% 5.7% 9.5% 

n 467 134 60 44 
2 

The say of citizens in decisions on their 

neighbourhood or district must be increased. % 66.2% 19.0% 8.5% 6.2% 

n 78 135 429 63 
3 

Having a say is superfluous as there are 

already enough possibilities for having your 

voice heard in this locality. 
% 11.1% 19.1% 60.9% 8.9% 

n 141 148 392 24 
4 

Having a say is pointless, most people do 

not know what they are talking about. % 20.0% 21.0% 55.6% 3.4% 

n 162 174 302 67 
5 

There is no point in having a say, as you can 

only be heard when everything is all 

wrapped up. 
% 23.0% 24.7% 42.8% 9.5% 

n 283 231 119 72 
6 

Having a say has a real influence on the 

local council. % 40.1% 32.8% 16.9% 10.2% 

7 There is a gap between citizens and politics. n 407 168 93 37 

 

Between territory marking and retarded adaptation: mayors on democracy 

 

In this section, we will look to the side of the governors in local democracy through analysing 

data for the Belgian mayor. As mentioned, the latter has become an important actor in 

contemporary local government. This partly stems from the historical growth in political 

importance of a formally contained office (at least in Belgium). Research has shown (Ackaert, 

1997) that mayors have taken up roles as policy-maker, trustee of the local citizenry, leader of 

the political majority, the executive board of mayor and aldermen, their own party and of 

strategic initiator towards the local administration. Partly it is the result of the strengthened 

executive leadership in the shift to governance. Even if classic institutions might act more as 

enablers than as overall executors, mayors function as their external figurehead and often 

build policy bridges pulling the shifting frameworks of local decision-making together. 

Parallel to this strengthened executive leadership governance pushes for new ways of 

integrating and responding to citizens precisely as a result of dilemmas of coordination and 

accountability stemming from complex and fragmented decision-making (Rhodes, 1996; 

John, 2001: 16-17). The way key-actors like mayors conceive their relationship with the 



 15 

citizenry and act upon it might thus be very important for an understanding of local 

democracy.  

 

Our analysis will focus on two important aspects of that relationship. The first is more neutral 

as the position of the mayor is concerned. Here we implicitly assume that governors remain 

the key-decision-makers who need to be informed on the position of citizens in different 

policy-issues. Therefore they can use several mechanisms. We will scrutinize their assessment 

by mayors in terms of effectiveness. This might also provide us with hints on the acceptance 

of new mechanisms of information collection associated with participatory and direct local 

democracy. The second is more challenging as power-relations with citizens enter the picture. 

It studies the extent to which governors are prepared to share decision-making power with the 

governed. Here also, reference is made to the acceptance of new modes of inclusion such as 

co-production and referenda. 

 

Getting inside citizens head: informational effectiveness of communicational devices in 

local democracy 
 

Functioning in a representative democracy, mayors are often primarily concerned with policy-

making within the governmental institutions. Previous research (Steyvers and Reynaert, 2005) 

has shown that in terms of time consumption and communication mayors to a large extent are 

inward-looking (in terms of institutions). Meetings with politicians or administrators at the 

local level, networking with higher level officials and preparation of files and cases take up a 

considerable amount of time while daily contacts are often oriented to subsequent actors. 

Nevertheless, most mayors also value a role as a ‘first citizen’ of their community 

(ceremonial and representational tasks, debates with local people and associations, etc.). At 

the intersection of both role dimensions lay the informational mechanisms mayors use to get 

to know how people think of different policy-issues. Table 4 shows the results of the 

assessment mayors make of these mechanisms in terms of effectiveness
21

. Of course, this only 

allows a more general consideration of the devices mentioned. Moreover ‘effectiveness’ does 

not necessarily tell us something on the actual use of the collected information. Nevertheless, 

a general assessment of effectiveness might tell us something on the acceptance of linkage 

mechanisms between citizens and politicians in informational terms.  

 
Table 4. Mayoral assessment of information mechanisms in local democracy 

 
Rank Mechanism 

Effective 

Only effective 

under special 

circumstances 

Not effective 

 REPRESENTATIVE    

1 Personal meetings in the town-hall 89,4 9,8 0,8 

3 Public meetings and debates 65,2 28,7 6,1 

4 
Information on citizens’ position gathered by 

people working in local administration 
64,3 30,7 4,9 

5 
Information on citizens’ position gathered by local 

councillors  
55,4 37,6 7,0 

10 
Information on citizens’ position gathered by local 

parties 
28,2 52,7 19,1 

 Mean representative 60,5 31,9 7,6 

 Standard deviation representative 22,0 15,5 6,9 

 PARTICIPATORY    

2 Formalised complaints or suggestions 69,3 24,6 6,1 

6 Citizens’ letters via the internet  51,2 33,6 15,2 

7 Self-organised citizen initiatives 46,6 50,4 2,9 
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8 Neighborhood panels or forums 45,8 41,2 13,0 

9 Satisfaction surveys 40,0 46,3 13,8 

11 Petitions 27,2 52,7 20,1 

12 Citizens’ letters in the local press 23,0 50,6 26,3 

13 Referenda 15,8 47,3 36,9 

14 Forums on the internet 15,8 45,3 38,9 

 Mean participatory 37,2 43,6 19,2 

 Standard deviation participatory 18,1 9,1 12,6 
Source: Political Leaders in European Cities 

 

The table shows a general tendency among mayors to consider informational mechanisms 

associated with representative democracy as more effective than those linked to a more 

participatory conception of citizen inclusion. The former are situated at the top of the ranking 

of overall effectiveness. Moreover, when representative devices are not considered as 

generally  effective, circumstances might help a hand. The item reflecting the role of the 

mayor as a ‘city boss’ who communicates personally with citizens is most positively judged 

followed by public meetings and debates. Information gathered by local administrators or 

councillors are also assessed as effective by a majority of all mayors. Local parties are the 

only exception to this tendency. Less than one third of all mayors considers them to be 

effective channels of information on what citizens think and want. The latter might be 

qualified as somewhat problematic given the essential linkage role parties are deemed to 

perform in the representative system. This attitude might confirm the idea of a crisis of 

political parties migrated out of society into public office (Dalton and Wattenberg, 2000) 

among mayors. Other interpretations lead to less far stretching conclusions. Since parties 

voice supporters’ demands, mayors might not think of them as good informational channels to 

know what citizens in general think on policy-issues. Due to their very nature parties reflect 

coloured opinions. At best, they mirror the views of the social groups or cleavages they are 

built upon; at worst this information might be connected with the somewhat negative 

conception of ‘party politics’. This ‘reformist’ interpretation might be supported by the 

extensive part of mayors considering party information effective under circumstances. 

However, approximately one out of every five mayors is generally negative on the 

effectiveness of this type of information. 

 

In general, more participatory and direct mechanisms of citizen involvement can count on less 

enthusiasm among mayors in terms of informational effectiveness. Two devices are somewhat 

exceptional, since a majority of our respondents sees them as generally effective. Formalised 

complaints or suggestions even come second after personal contact in the ranking of 

mechanisms. One the hand, they reflect a very judicial relationship between governors and 

governed. On the other hand they refer to output oriented notions of democracy conceiving 

citizens as consumers of policy-output and customers of public services. Here accountability 

comes with market thinking in which unsatisfied clients have ultimate complaining power. 

Relations between citizens and politicians resemble the clauses of a contract. It might seem 

somewhat strange that such a large part of mayors considers this to be effective while at the 

same time supporting personal contact as a way to know what citizens think, almost the 

opposite of the cold and neutral contract approach. This might be because complaints and 

suggestions are seen as effective ways of getting to know what people think, but do not need 

to be used subsequently in policy-making nor to be reacted upon by mayors. Also citizens’ 

letters by the internet are seen as generally effective by a majority of mayors. 

 

Other more participatory devices gain less support as it comes to effectiveness. Where self-

organised citizen-initiatives, neighbourhood panels or satisfactions surveys are still deemed 

effective by a considerable amount of mayors, respondents are far less willing to see other 
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mechanisms as effective. As the lower ranks are reached, effectiveness becomes more and 

more circumstantial or even absent for mayors. Referenda (somewhat strangely because they 

are often considered to be the mechanism to know what citizens think on a specific policy-

issue) and forums on the internet score even below one fifth of all mayors.  

 

If democracy works, then who does the job? Attitudes on principles and practices of local 

democracy 
 

Mayors thus do not tend towards more participatory and direct democratic devices as 

informational effectiveness is concerned. Does this representative anchorage also hold true 

with regard to our second perspective? While mayors might consider several devices as 

effective to know what citizens think, things could become different when actual decision-

making power enters the frame. As argued above, contemporary participatory and direct 

democratic thinking puts an enhanced consultation and even co-production forward as new 

modes of inclusion. Citizens no longer are mere voters, let alone subjects of their 

governmental trustee. Negotiation replaces hierarchy with ad-hoc, temporary and issue-driven 

involvement as a result.  

 

To what extent are mayors prepared to share power with ordinary citizens? The tendency 

towards strengthened executive leadership might make us expect at least some frictions in this 

respect. Table 5 represents scores on some notions of local democracy. Here we distinguished 

between ‘principles’ (in terms of the appropriate role for citizens) and ‘practices’ (direct 

involvement or mediation) of the latter. Both are placed in a continuous participatory-

representative dimension
22

.   

 
Table 5. Mayoral attitudes on principles and practices of local democracy 

 

Democracy Principles  

(role citizen) 

Importance  

(1-5) 

  X S N 

Co-producer 2,6 1,1 240 

Consultant 3,2 1,1 241 

Voter 3,7 1,2 244 

Participatory 

 

 

Representative Subject 3,5 1,2 244 

 Practices 
(mechanisms involvement) 

Agreement 
(1-5) 

  X S N 

Participatory Referenda 2,8 1,0 244 

Representative Parties 3,3 1,0 244 
Source: Steyvers, K., Reynaert, H., De Ceuninck, K., Valcke, T., (2006) Mayors in Governance: Heading for Efficiency and 

Democracy? The Belgian Case. In Local Government Studies 32.4, 1-18. 

 

A quick look on the table show obvious similarities with the tendencies for informational 

effectiveness. On the principles mayors clearly tend towards the representative conception of 

democracy. Although imperfectly, as the citizens’ role is reduced from co-producer of policy 

to subject of an elected trustee, support among mayors rises. It should be noted however that 

with the exception of an active and directly participating citizenry responses tend towards the 

agreement side of the scale. As such, the largest group of mayors thinks citizens should be 

able to make their views known before decisions are taken by elected representatives. While 

the trustee model of democracy (in which citizens are subjects to politicians who take ‘best’ 

decisions even if divergent from current public views) scores relatively high, especially the 
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most classic interpretation of representative democracy with the citizen primarily in his role 

as voter is deemed important. Mayors still think local elections should be mostly decisive for 

determining municipal policies.  

 

Convergent tendencies appear with regard to the practices of democratic involvement. 

Referenda, as one of the prime mechanisms of participatory democracy do not enthusiasm but 

a minority of mayors. Less than 23% of all respondents (fully) agrees with the original 

statement that local referenda lead to a high quality public debate. This is in line with the 

limited general informational effectiveness ascribed to them by mayors. The contrast with 

parties as suitable arena’s for citizen participation is quite striking and here somewhat 

contrary to their assessment as mainly circumstantially effective to know what citizens think.  

Here more than 52% of all mayors tend towards the agreement side of the scale. The classic 

notion of representative democracy with citizens as voters and parties as prime intermediates 

of social interests thus prevails among mayors. 

 

For the people or by the people: a matter of who governs where? 
 

While a general tendency might stand out for mayors to stay on the representative side, data 

show some variation in the extent of importance and agreement attributed to the different 

principles and practices of local democracy. To find out what factors might help to explain 

this variation and the extent to which they do, we can use a technique called binary logistical 

regression analysis (Retherford and Choe, 1993). This allows us to scrutinize the predictive 

value of a number of independent variables for dichotomously defined dependent variables. 

For the latter we use the principles and practices of local democracy described in the previous 

table. Here the dichotomy is based on the mean for the dimension referring to the citizen role 

or mechanism of involvement under study
23

. 

 

These dependent variables can be linked to a number of independent counterparts also 

included in our survey. While some refer to characteristics of the mayors themselves others 

are related to the environment in which they function
24

. For mayors, role achievement, 

attitudes and behaviour were included. Firstly, it is often assumed that the way mayors are 

recruited might have an impact on their visions and actions (Bäck, 2006). Therefore we 

studied the social background and party and civil society apprenticeships of our respondents 

before attaining the mayoralty
25

.  

Secondly, other factors referred more to the way mayors conceive their mandate and act upon 

it in domains that are closely linked to his relation with the citizenry like the importance they 

attach to the task of helping citizens with individual problems with the municipality, the 

proportion of time they spent as ‘first citizens’ and ‘municipal chiefs’ and the frequency in 

which they communicate with ordinary citizens and representatives of civil society
26

.  

 

Lastly, some variables on the environmental conditions mayors function in were included. On 

the one hand, they were related to the localities under study in terms of size, urbanisation and 

region. On the other hand, they referred to the perceived influence the organised citizenry has 

on municipal decision-making
27

. Table 6 represents the results of this analysis. Marks in the 

table indicate a significant influence of a given factor on the variation in the dependent 

variable according to the level of significance and the direction of the association
28

. 

Nagelkerke R² is a measure of association summarizing the overall explanatory power of the 

model. Our discussion of the table is limited to significant associations.  

  
Table 6. A binary logistic regression analysis of mayoral attitudes on local democracy 



 19 

 
INDEPENDENT DEPENDENT 

 Principles  

(role citizen) 

Practices  

(mechanisms 

involvement) 

 subject voter consul-

tant 

co-

producer 

parties referenda 

MAYOR 

  Role achievement 

    Social Background 

         Male  

         Age 

         University education 

         Public sector 

    Party apprenticeship 

         Function 

         National 

         Electoral support 

    Civil society apprenticeship 

         Function 

         Electoral support 

  Role attitudes 

    Task orientation 
         Individual problem-solving 

  Role behaviour 

   Time distribution 
         Proportion first citizen 

   Communication pattern 
         Ordinary citizens 

         Civil society representatives          
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- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- 

ENVIRONMENT 

  Localities 

         Size 

         Rural 

         Flanders region 

  Perceived citizen influence 
        General influence 

 

 

 

-- 

    

 

 

 

++ 

 

 

 

 

-- 

Nagelkerke R² .26 .30 .17 .23 .20 .29 
 

 

Despite the relatively high explanatory power of all models
29

, only few independent factors 

can be linked significantly to their dependent counterparts. This holds true for all principles 

and practices of local democracy studied. The trustee idea with the citizen in the role of 

subject is significantly more supported by mayors who state to communicate above average 

with the former. While some interpretations might deem this pattern as somewhat strange it 

might well be that these mayors view their role as leaders who hear a lot but do not 

subsequently listen to many left alone opening up decision-making to them. They might talk a 

lot to citizens to know ‘what’s going on’ but still believe in a clear division of political labour. 

On the other hand, mayors from rural municipalities don’t defend the idea of trusteeship 

either. Contrary to traditional beliefs of the closed and hierarchical non-urban environment, it 

might well be that politics is ‘closer’ to the citizen here and thus allows more space for letting 

public opinion in. Especially in the complex and fragmented decisional environment of urban 

governance, mayors might conceive leadership as important. Here decisions have to be taken 

even if current public opinion might not be favourable.  
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The classic idea of electoral democracy (with the role of citizens primarily in terms of voting) 

is significantly more sustained by mayors who claim to have received substantial support 

from party related actors during the last elections. These mayors still seem to believe in the 

electoral chain of command with parties functioning as linkage providing grease. Consultative 

democracy is significantly less supported by mayors who consider helping citizens with 

individual problems and complaints as an important task. These mayors might have a ‘city 

boss’ conception of their mandate. Relating with citizens is not so much a matter of letting 

everyone express their view as it is of channelling individual expressions of dissatisfaction or 

needs. If someone does have a problem with the municipality he has to relate to decision-

makers who consider it subsequently important to help.  

 

The contemporary notion of sharing decision-making power with citizens in interactive or 

deliberative processes is significantly associated with mayors who had a function in a civil 

society organisation as a recruitment apprenticeship. Since most of these experiences are in 

NGO’s one might argue that the bargaining process so inept to the latter is internalised in the 

subsequent relationship with the citizenry. These mayors are relatively more prepared to leave 

decision-making power to citizens in important municipal areas.  

 

Parties are still considered as the most appropriate means for citizen participation by mayors 

who consider solving individual problems as an important task. Mirroring their negative 

attitude towards consultation this seems to refer to a soft party machine notion of local 

democracy (Stone, 1998). Parties are considered as appropriate linkage mechanisms for 

general participation while their individual representatives (i.c. mayors) tackle particular 

personal problems. Also Flemish mayors tend towards parties as favourable devices for 

citizen inclusion. While parties are favoured, referenda are not according these Flemish 

mayors. For this inclusive method of participation also their colleagues with a background in 

the public sector tend towards the negative side. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

Citizen participation is a fundamental component of our (local) democracy. Various forms of 

democracy can be identified depending on the extent to which and the way in which citizens 

play a greater or lesser decision-making role. 

One of the most topical chapters in the saga on the relationship between the government and 

the governed is entitled “interactive decision-making”. The question is why interactive 

decision-making is currently receiving so much attention. Is it because many people say that 

there is a gap between the citizen and politics (in Ghent 57.7%)? Is interactive decision-

making possibly considered to be the umpteenth wonder drug that can fundamentally change 

the basic mechanisms of our particratic pacification democracy? 

 

Our theoretical overview shows that we should not just sing the praises of interactive 

decision-making. Expectations are indeed high, but we could still come away empty handed. 

Some people point out, whether or not correctly, that interactive decision-making is not a 

break with the past but stays nicely within the contours of the pacification democracy, and 

falls within the lines of traditional political culture. In other words, it is no more than a further 

evolution and certainly not a revolution. In any case, we have to consider that governments 

will succeed in neatly fitting interactive decision-making within the existing power relations. 

The relationships between the government and governed will, in other words, not 

fundamentally change or be turned around. 
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We argued that mayors have become key-actors in local democracy both stemming from 

historical as from governance related factors. Despite the formal collegial tradition in Belgian 

local government mayors function as strong executive leaders of the municipality both 

internally and externally. It is to the latter that their relation with the citizenry is linked. Data 

show that mayors are concerned as it comes to getting to know what citizens think, trying to 

integrate their needs and wants in political system and solving problems that might occur ‘in 

due process’. They are quite sceptical nevertheless to use the highly voiced principles and 

mechanisms of participatory and direct democracy in order to meet this central goal of local 

democracy. Parallel to the tendency that most democratic reforms seem to be built on or next 

to existing representative foundations, also mayors seem to favour their role as an agent of 

whom the autonomy to their principals should nevertheless be stressed when it comes to 

actual decision-making. This notion is reflected both in the assessment mayors make of 

informational devices in local democracy as in their attitudes principles and practices in the 

latter.  

 

Some might argue that such an attitude reflects conservative ideas among mayors or even 

elitism that is at best enlightened. Other interpretations beyond territorial marking and 

clinging onto power might also come forward however. A first one might have to do with a 

pattern of retarded role adaptation to the shifting framework of local government. In 

governance, direct control of leaders of the whole of the decision-making process gives way 

to a more strategic notion of steering putting executive leaders in the role of pivotal players 

and brokers in various governance networks. This might also be the case for citizen-oriented 

actions. Power then might not be derived from hierarchy or patronage but from integrative 

and bridging capacities. Since many dimensions of governance might still be at an embryonic 

stage in Belgium and adaptation is still on the way (Plees, 2005) notions on citizen-politics 

relations might still follow the traditional pattern while leaving some room for breeding more 

participatory devices.  

 

A second interpretation is related to that. While representatives’ roles might be changing they 

are neither disappearing nor is the very core of representation challenged as mayors are 

concerned. Mayors still see themselves as central actors in local democracy who have a 

mandate from their electorate to make actual, final and binding decisions in legitimate 

institutions. They believe in the idea of a political division of labour to a various extent 

controlled by the citizen. Away from pure decision-making, they are care-takers of the 

municipality who function as first citizens and figureheads. That strengthening executive 

leadership is often a feature of governance might even complicate things as the latter is also 

characterised by trying to integrate the critical citizenry through more far stretching devices. 

Existing role confusion thus might be solved by sticking to the core principles and answers of 

traditional local democracy.  

 

Despite the fact that the role and position of the government in a system of interactive 

decision-making would change, in this paper we also have looked at the governed. Interactive 

decision-making also requires a lot from them. After all, the citizen is definitely not socialised 

in this “new” role. Based on our research, we came to the conclusion that there is support for 

interactive decision-making. Despite the fact that citizens do not want to spend much time for 

it, they nevertheless think that their voice would foster the quality of local decision-making. 

Bringing this to the government’s attention is a worthwhile goal. (Local) democracy can only 

benefit from it. 
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It appears as if participatory democracy in Belgium is disliked by local politicians and that 

citizens are disinterested. However, it remains unclear if this lack of use reveals a general low 

interest of citizen participation in local politics or if it does only show that they are not 

interested in the existing devices in Belgium. In other words, would politicians be less 

reluctant to citizens’ participation and would citizens be more interested if the participatory 

devices were different?  

 

It seems too early to answer this question; however several experiments with interactive 

decision-making on the local level reveal a definite interest for new forms of participation in 

local politics. Consequently, further research is needed for a thorough and systematic 

collection and analysis of knowledge of and experiences with interactive decision-making in 

Belgium and the potential benefits of actual co-production in local policy. 

 

References 

 
Ackaert, J., (1997) De rol van de burgemeester. In Res Publica 1, 27-32. 

Arnstein, S., (1969) A ladder of citizen participation. In Journal of the American Institute of Planners 

34.4, 216-224. 

Bäck, H., (2006) Does Recruitment Matter? Selecting Path and Role Definition. In Bäck, H., Magnier, 

A., Heinelt, H., (eds.) The European Mayor. Political Leaders in the Changing Context of Local 

Democracy. VS Verlag für Socialwissenschaften, Wiesbaden, 123-150. 

Bäck, H., Magnier, A., Heinelt, H., (2006) Introduction. In Bäck, H., Magnier, A., Heinelt, H., (eds.) 

The European Mayor. Political Leaders in the Changing Context of Local Democracy. VS Verlag 

für Socialwissenschaften, Wiesbaden, 7-20. 

Barber, B., (1996) Participatory Democracy. In Lipset, S., (ed.), The Encyclopedia of Democracy. 

Routledge, London, 921-924. 

Beetham, D., (1996) Theorising Democracy and Local Government. In King, D., Stoker, G., (eds.), 

Rethinking Local Democracy. Palgrave, Houndmills, 28-49. 

Bonney, N., (2004) Local Democracy Renewed? In The Political Quarterly, 43-51. 

Budge, I., (2001) Direct Democracy. In Clarke, P., Foweraker, J., (eds.), Encyclopedia of Democratic 

Thought. Routledge, London, 224-227. 

Burns, D., Hambleton, R., Hogget, P., (1994) The Politics of Decentralisation. Revitalising Local 

Democracy. Houndmills, MacMillan.  

Caulfield, J., Larsen, H., (2002) Introduction. In Caulfield, J., Larsen, H., (eds.), Local Government at 

the Millenium. Leske + Budrich, Opladen, 9-26. 

Christensen, T., Lægreid, P., (2002) New Public Management: Puzzles of Democracy and the 

Influence of Citizens. In The Journal of Political Philosophy 10.3, 267-295. 

Clarke, P., (1996) The Concept of Representation. In Clarke, P., Foweraker, J., (eds.), Encyclopedia of 

Democratic Thought. Routledge, London, 598-607. 

Clarke, S., Staeheli, L., Brunell, L., (1995) Women Redefining Local Politics. In Judge, D., Stoker, G., 

Wolman, H., (eds.), Theories of Urban Politics. Sage Publications, London, 205-227. 

Daemen, H., Schaap, L., (2000) Developments in Local Democracies. An Introduction. In Daemen, 

H., Schaap, L., (eds.), Citizen and City. Developments in Fifteen Local Democracies in Europe. 

Eburon, Delft, 11-19. 

Dalton, R., Wattenberg, M., (2000) (eds.) Parties without Partisans. Political Change in Advanced 

Industrial Democracies. Oxford University Press, Oxford.  

Dearlove, J., (1973) The Politics of Policy in Local Government. Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge. 

Delli Carpini, M., Cook, F., Jacobs, L., (2004) Public Deliberation, Discursive Participation, and 

Citizen Engagement : A Review of the Empirical Literature. In Annual Review of Political Science 

7, 315-344. 



 23 

Denters, B., Rose, L., (2005) Local Governance in the Third Millenium: a Brave New World? In 

Denters, B., Rose, L., (eds.), Comparing Local Governance. Trends and Developments. Palgrave 

MacMillan, Houndmills, 1-11.  

Denters, B., Rose, L., (2005) Towards Local Governance? In Denters, B., Rose, L., (eds.), Comparing 

Local Governance. Trends and Developments. Palgrave MacMillan, Houndmills, 246-262. 

Devos, C., Reynaert, H., Verlet, D., (2005) Interactieve besluitvorming: ®evolutionair? In Reynaert, 

H., (ed.), Nieuwe vormen van bestuur. Vanden Broele, Brugge, 19-54. 

Drücke, H., (2005) (ed.), Local Electronic Government. A Comparative Study. Routledge, Abingdon.  

Edelenbos, J., Monnikhof, R., (1998) Naar een hybride democratie? Spanningen tussen interactieve 

beleidsvorming en het vertegenwoordigende stelsel. In Edelenbos, J. Monnikhof R., (reds.), 

Spanning in interactie. Een analyse van interactief beleid in lokale democratie. Instituut voor 

Publiek en Politiek, Amsterdam, 11-48. 

Elster, J., (1988) (ed.), Deliberative Democracy. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

Frazer, E., The Value of Locality. In King, D., Stoker, G., (eds.), Rethinking Local Democracy. 

MacMillan Press LTD, Houndmills, 89-110. 

Hamon, F., Passelecq, O., (2000) (eds.), Le référendum en Europe : bilan et perspectives. 

L’Harmattan, Paris. 

Haus, M., Sweeting , D., (2006) Mayors, Citizens and Local Democracy. In Bäck, H., Magnier, A., 

Heinelt, H., (eds.) The European Mayor. Political Leaders in the Changing Context of Local 

Democracy. VS Verlag für Socialwissenschaften, Wiesbaden, 151-176. 

Heywoord, A., (2002) Politics. Palgrave Foundations, Houndmills. 

John, P., (2001) Local Governance in Western Europe. Sage Publications, London.  

Kiser, L., Ostrom, E., (2000) The Three Worlds of Action: a Metatheoretical Synthesis of Institutional 

Approaches. In: McGinnis, M., (ed.) Polycentric Games and Institutions. Michigan University 

Press, Michigan, 2000, 56-88.  

Lupia, A., Matsusaka, J., (2004) Direct Democracy: New Approaches to Old Questions. In Annual 

Review of Political Science 7, 463-482. 

Mouritzen, P., Svara, J., (2001) Leadership at the Apex. Politicians and Administrators in Western 

Local Governments. Pittsburgh University Press, Pittsburgh. 

Norris, P., (1999) (ed.), Critical Citizens. Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

Pickvance, C., Preteceille, E., (1991) The Significance of Local Power in Theory and Practice. In 

Pickvance, C., Preteceille, E., (eds.), State Restructuring and Local Power. A Comparative 

Perspective. Pinter Publishers, London, 4-16.  

Pilet, J.-B., Steyvers, K., Delwit, P., Reynaert, H., Conclusion. Assessing Local Government Reforms: 

Revolution or Renovation? In Reynaert, H., Steyvers, K., Delwit, P., Pilet, J.-B., (eds.), Revolution 

or Renovation? Reforming Local Politics in Europe. Brugge, Vanden Broele, 2005, 615-639. 

Plees, Y., (2005) The Changing World of Belgian Municipalities. In Denters, B., Rose, L., (eds.), 

Comparing Local Governance. Trends and Developments. Palgrave MacMillan, Houndmills 47-64. 

Retherford, R., Choe, M., (1993) Statistical Models for Causal Analysis. John Wiley & Sons inc., New 

York. 

Rhodes, R.A.W., 1996, ‘The New Governance: Governing without Government’. Political Studies, 

XLIV, 652-667. 

Sharpe, L., (1970) Theories and Values of Local Government. In Political Studies 18.2, 153-174. 

Steyvers, K., (2005) ‘From the many are chosen the few. Het politieke rekruteringsproces van de 

Belgische burgemeester. Universiteit Gent, Gent.  

Steyvers, K., Reynaert, H., (2005) Een noord-zuid kloof in de lokale politiek? Een vergelijking tussen 

de Vlaamse en de Waalse burgemeester. In Burger, Bestuur & Beleid. Tijdschrift voor 

Bestuurskunde en Bestuursrecht 3, 223-241. 

Steyvers, K., Reynaert, H., De Ceuninck, K., Valcke, T., (2006) Mayors in Governance: Heading for 

Efficiency and Democracy. The Belgian Case. In Local Government Studies 32.4, 1-18. 

Stoker, G., (1996) Introduction: Normative Theories of Local Government and Democracy. In King, 

D., Stoker, G., (eds.), Rethinking Local Democracy. MacMillan Press LTD, Houndmills, 1-28. 

Stone, C., (1998) Political Leadership in Urban Politics. In Judge, D., Stoker, G., Wolman, H., (eds.), 

Theories of Urban Politics. Sage Publications, London, 96-110. 



 24 

Stouthuysen, P., (2002) Waarom burgers niet meer meedoen. De crisis van de democratie in 

perspectief gezet. In Hubeau, B., Elst, M., (reds.), Democratie in ademnood. Over legitimiteit, 

legitimatie en verfijning van de democratie. Die Keure, Brugge, 7-17. 

Topf, R., (1995) Beyond Electoral Participation. In Fuchs, D., Klingenmann, H.-D., (eds.), Citizen and 

the State. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 51-97.  

Vetter, A., (2000) Democracy in Big Cities: a Comparative Overview. In Gabriel, O., Hoffmann-

Martinot, Savitch, H., (eds.), Urban Democracy. Leske + Budrich, Opladen, 433-452. 

Vetter, A., Kersting, N., (2003) Democracy versus Efficiency? Comparing Local Government 

Reforms across Europe. In Kersting, N., Vetter, A., (eds.), Reforming Local Government in 

Europe. Closing the Gap between Democracy and Efficiency. Leske + Budrich, Opladen, 11-28. 

Vetter, A., Kersting, N., (2003) Reforming Local Government. Heading for Efficiency and 

Democracy. In Kersting, N., Vetter, A., (eds.), Reforming Local Government in Europe. Closing 

the Gap between Democracy and Efficiency. Leske + Budrich, Opladen, 333-349. 

Walzer, M., (1990) The Communitarian Critique of Liberalism. In Political Theory 18, 6-23. 

 

Notes 

                                                 
1
 Centre for Local Politics, Department of Political Science, Ghent University, Belgium. 

2
 Both ends are rooted in liberal-democratic thinking. Alternative perspectives identify additional arguments for 

local democracy. E.g. Marxism ((Pickvance and Preteceille, 1991: 7-10); communitarianism (Frazer, 1996: 93-

100) and feminism (Clarke, Staeheli and Brunell, 1995) also associate the local level with democracy. 
3
 While some stem from bottom-up and local initiatives, others are more central and top-down. In the latter case 

the participative nature of local government interacts with its laboratory function (implicitly) assuming the-

closest-to-citizen level to cure also democratic browses of other governmental levels.   
4
 Implicitly referring to the ladder of citizen participation developed by Arnstein (1969: 216-224). 

5
 Of course, a mix of these elements (binding versus advisory and citizen versus government initiated) is also 

possible.  
6
 Not stating that when used, participatory mechanisms might not reshape the role of these institutions. 

7
 These mayors remain in office until the end of 2006. The project focussed on different aspect of contemporary 

mayoral leadership. E.g.: task setting, time distribution, notions of democracy, attitudes towards municipal 

reform, etc. The project run in 17 European countries and was coordinated by the University of Florence. For the 

comparative part, questionnaires were only sent out to mayors of municipalities above 10 000 inhabitants given 

the urban context of the research. For Belgium, this was extended to all mayors (Bäck, Magnier and Heinelt, 

2006: 7-20). A more general comparative assessment of notions of democracy among mayors was carried out by 

Haus and Sweeting (2006: 151-170).  
8
 When answer categories are read out, the respondents tend to remember the last options. (Robinson, J.P., 

Shaver, P.R., Wrightsman, L.S., (ed.), 1999, 43; Segers, 1999). 
9
 The actual survey forms contained 26 pages, the average interview duration was around sixty minutes.  

10
 With regard to the comparison of the actual sample with respect to the target group (i.e. all voters of Ghent) a 

Chi-squared value of 12.4 was obtained. The number of degrees of freedom was nine and the accompanying p 

value 0.191.  
11

 Also for the combined variables of sex and age, the representativity was tested with Chi-squared. With regard 

to the comparison of the actual sample with respect to the target group, a Chi-squared value of 11.6 was found 

with 11 degrees of freedom and a p value of 0.398.  
12

 Ideally more variables are included to check the representativity of the actual samples. The problem that arises 

here is that there is a lack of current comparable data for the target population concerned, i.e. the resident voters 

of Ghent.  
13

 Irwin and Andeweg (1981: 193). 
14

 Heunks (1981). 
15

 Denters and Geurts (1998). 
16

 Irwin and Andeweg (1981). 
17

 Verlet and Reynaert (2001). 
18

 This distinction was also made in a study by Ponjaert-Kristoffersen et al (1996). 
19

 The actual question was as follows: “Do you believe that people such as yourself are sufficiently involved in 

what happens in your neighbourhood?” The answer categories were: “very insufficiently”, “insufficiently”, 

“neutral”, “sufficiently”, “very sufficiently” and “don’t know”.  
20

 The value obtained for Cramer’s V was 0.179 for the neighbourhood and 0.228 for the city. The 

accompanying p values are all less than 0.001.  
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21

 Original question: ‘There are many ways of communicating with local people and for people to let local 

politicians know what they think. To be informed on what citizens think, how effective are, in your opinion, the 

following sources and instruments?’. Mayors could categorise mechanisms as ‘effective’, ‘only effective under 

special circumstances’ and ‘not effective’. Data are organised by two criteria. First, according to whether a 

mechanism could be considered to be more on the representative side of citizen inclusion (mainly referring to 

‘old’ democratic devices) or on the participatory side (‘new’ democratic devices). The latter assessment was 

made by the authors. Mayors only responded to unorganised items. We are aware that for some items discussion 

is possible as to put them more on the representative or on the participatory side of democracy. Second, within 

these categories they are ranked according to the percentage of mayors deeming the given mechanism as 

effective. N varied between 234 and 246. Means and standard deviations were taken as substitutes for the 

representative versus participatory dimension since factor and reliability analysis did not allow scaling.  
22

 For ‘principles’ mayors could respond on a scale from 1 (of little importance) to 5 (very important) on the 

question: ‘People have different ideas about how local democracy should function. Please indicate how 

important for local democracy you think the following requirements are’. Label refer to the following items: 

‘Residents should participate actively and directly in making important local decisions’ (co-producers); 

‘Residents should have the opportunity to make their views known before important local decisions are made by 

elected representatives’ (consultants); ‘The results of local elections should be mostly decisive for determining 

municipal policies’ (voter) and ‘Political representatives should make what they think are the right decisions, 

independent of the current views of local people’. For ‘practices’ mayors could express their agreement (see note 

14) on the following items: ‘Local referenda lead to high quality public debate’ (referenda) and ‘Political parties 

are the most suitable arena for the involvement of citizens’ (parties). Data represent means (X), standard 

deviations (S) and the number of valid cases (N). Though some dimensions appeared from factor analysis, none 

was reliable enough to construct a one dimensional scale. There is a significant correlation however between co-

production and consultation, between co-production and referenda, between parties as mechanisms and the role 

of voter as appropriate to citizens and between the latter and trusteeship.  
23

 Meaning e.g. that a response is recoded as 0 if a respondent scores 3,5 or below (and 1 if above) on the 5-point 

scale assessing the importance of the role of citizens as voters. Using means allows us to differentiate on 

dimensions where mayors might tend to one or more categories of the original scale. Due to this inbuilt variation 

results should nevertheless be interpreted with caution. The following proportions of respondents score above 

average on the principle or practice mentioned: 51,0% (subject); 60,2% (voter); 37,3% (consultant) and 51,7% 

(co-producer).  
24

 In order to guarantee some homogeneity in our analysis variables from different measurement levels were 

recoded categorically. For non-metric variables scores refer to the absence (0) or presence (1) of the 

characteristic under study. For metric variables data were recoded to non-metric standards based the position to 

the average of the case under study (equal to or below average = 0; above average = 1). Again this allows us to 

study some variation. Factors of course refer to relative positions (i.c. within the already homogeneous 

population of mayors). 
25

 Social background factors are: is the mayor male (95,2%), is he aged above average (53,9% above 54,3), did 

he have a university education (74,1%) and did he had he public sector profession before entering the mayoralty 

(21,6%). Party apprenticeship factors are: did the mayor have a function (elected or appointed) in a political 

party before becoming mayor (50,4%), was he elected for a national political party: liberals, socialists, Christian-

democrats, green or others (78,1%) and to what extent did he have the support of party related bodies at the local 

elections (scale based on original question: ‘as a candidate, to what extent did you have the support of the 

following groups of people or persons’ and original scale: 0 = not at all to 4 = to a very great extent. Four items 

comprised a reliable scale (Cronbach’s alfa = .73) for party support: ‘the national organs of your party’; ‘your 

party wing or faction’; ‘your party at the local level’ and ‘national politicians’. Scores were summed and 

dichotomised on average (54,7% above 7,8). Civil society apprenticeship factors are: did the mayor have a 

function in an NGO, a business or professional association or in a union before attaining his mandate (15,5%) 

and to what extent did he have the support of civil society related bodies (scale based on the same question as 

party support with items ‘local prestigious figures’; ‘local business world’; ‘local associations’; ‘the church’; 

‘local media’ as reliable (Cronbach’s alfa = .79) factors. Data were dichotomised based on the mean for this 

scale: 48,0% above 6,23). 
26

 Task orientation – individual problem-solving: original question ‘many different tasks are associated with the 

mayoral position. How important do you think the following tasks are’ (original scale: 0 = not a task of the 

mayor to 4 = of utmost importance). Data refer to the item ‘to help citizens resolve complaints with municipal 

government’ (27,7% above 3,1). Time distribution – proportion first citizen: original question ‘how many hours 

do you spent each week on average on the following activities’. Items included for the role of first citizen: 

‘meetings with citizens and groups of citizens’; ‘ceremonial and representative tasks in the town-hall’; ‘field 

visits’ and ‘public debates and conferences outside the town-hall’. Proportions refer to relative shares given the 



 26 

                                                                                                                                                         
total time spent as a mayor. For ‘first citizen’ proportions of the items mentioned were summed and 

dichotomised (50,8% above 41,1). Communication pattern: original question ‘how often do you normally 

communicate (orally) with…’ (original scale from 0 = seldom/never to 4 = daily). Factors ‘ordinary citizens’ and 

‘civil society representative’ refer to original items (69,6 above 3,5 and 27,4 above 2,0).  
27

 Localities: what is size of the municipality in terms of number of inhabitants (with 30,1 above 16 175,59), is 

the municipality rural (59,3%) and is it situated in the Flemish region (55,9%). Perceived citizen influence: 

original question ‘based on your experience as a mayor and independently from formal procedures, could you 

indicate how influential the following actors are for municipal decision-making’ with original scale from 0 = no 

influence to 4 = high influence. General influence refers to a reliable scale (.78) for the items ‘voluntary 

associations’; ‘local single issue groups’ and ‘quarter decentralised bodies’ that was dichotomised (54,1% above 

5,5).  
28

 With +/- p ≤  .05  ;  ++/--  p ≤ .01 ;  +++/---  p ≤ .001 and + referring to a positive association (presence of or 

above average on independent means above average on dependent) and – to a negative association.  
29

 Which is partly due to the recoding in categorical variables since binary logistic regression is about predicting 

in which category a case should be situated knowing his position on other dimensions. Using linear regression 

would probably reduce the overall explanatory power of the models.  


