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Abstract 

Background Citizen participation is integral to the governance of sustainability transformations. Long-term partici-
patory processes undergo various phases of opening up and closing down various scopes of the participation—with 
significant consequences for the legitimacy and impact of the participation process.

Methods To gain a better understanding of these processes, we address the question of how and why participation 
processes are opened up or narrowed down. Through document analysis and key-informant interviews, we evaluate 
a case of long-term citizen participation linked to the development of a sustainable neighborhood energy system 
in northwestern Germany.

Results Results show that normative, substantive, and instrumental imperatives contribute to opening-up dynam-
ics in participation processes. Closing-down dynamics were observed in the narrowing of thematic, spatial, temporal, 
and methodological scopes, as well as in the range of the actors involved. Reasons for closing down were financial 
and temporal restrictions, conflicting interests, the need for expert input in decision making about highly technologi-
cal questions, the institutionalisation of participation, and stakeholder fatigue.

Conclusions This study provides a new framework for analysing citizen participation while highlighting the com-
plexities and interrelations associated with citizen participation within the context of technological and urban 
development.

Background
Citizen participation has become a vital element in 
research, technological development, and innovation 
contexts (e.g., [1–3]), as well as in decision making and 
planning [4–6]. The approach builds on the democratic 

idea of participatory deliberation, often pictured as a 
flexible, unconstrained, qualitative, transparent, inclu-
sive, and democratically legitimate decision-making pro-
cess [7]. It describes a style of decision making reliant on 
the mutual exchange of arguments and reflections rather 
than on the status of the participants, sublime strategies 
of persuasion, or socio-political pressure [8].

In general, citizen participation is not limited to the 
“context it is applied in, scope, topic, sector, who is 
engaged when, what is their role and what is the aimed 
for outcome” ([5], p.  8), but is necessary in all areas in 
which potential societal effects are expected (ibid.). In 
numerous national jurisdictions, formal participation is 
required, for example, by planning laws with clear organ-
isational guidelines; potentially avoiding conflicts about 
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the development in  the early stages. Non-formal par-
ticipation processes are used to actively involve citizens 
and other actors in planning processes beyond the formal 
rules and thus achieve several additional goals [9]. While 
there is invited participation organised by one or more 
institutions (e.g., public administration), citizens may 
also self-organise (cf. [6]).

In the context of technological development in energy 
transitions, the feasibility of public participation is often 
limited by technical, economic, and regulatory hurdles. 
Including citizens in actual decision-making demands 
prior knowledge that informs sound and responsible 
decisions about technological systems [10]. With politi-
cal, economic, and organizational commitments already 
in place in most western countries, the space for mean-
ingful debate has increasingly narrowed [11]. Against the 
background of the necessary socio-technical transforma-
tion linked to the energy transition, open and thorough 
participatory approaches are of special importance. 
Simultaneously, transformation processes (especially in 
the field of climate mitigation) are under time pressure 
and thus closing-down processes are necessary compo-
nents in the progress of the development process. How-
ever, conceptualisations of opening-up and closing-down 
processes (e.g., [12, 13]) remain theoretical and opera-
tionalisations of the concept hardly exist. In particular, 
limited studies have been done on the scopes of and rea-
sons for such opening-up and closing-down processes.

The current article looks at a long-term, invited citi-
zen participation process linked to the development of 
a new energy-efficient residential quarter, identifying 
both phases of opening up and closing down. Further-
more, we explore the scope(s) within which such pro-
cesses take place and analyse reasons for opening-up and 
closing-down processes. In particular, we are interested 
in answering the question of when and why participation 
is deliberately narrowed or closed down.  Our goals in 
this paper are, therefore, threefold, (i) to develop a con-
ceptual framework for analysing opening up and clos-
ing down participation processes, (ii) to identify and 
describe opening up and closing down participation pro-
cesses using a relevant case study, and (iii) to explain why 
participation is opened up or closed down at particular 
stages of a planning process.

We argue that our concept has transferability in other 
contexts, where invited citizen participation could poten-
tially inform justified decisions about when and how to 
open and close these participation processes.

Following an overview of the scientific debate on 
opening and closing down participation, with a par-
ticular focus on specific scopes (Sect. “Conceptual 
framework”), we present a case study on a long-term par-
ticipation process that accompanied the development of 

a new energy-efficient residential quarter in Germany. 
Sect.  “Methods” describes the qualitative methodologi-
cal approach used for the empirical analysis. In Sect. 
“Results”, we present the results of the analysis, address-
ing the research questions, and identify scopes and rea-
sons for opening-up and closing-down participation 
processes. After a discussion on the implications of the 
results and limitations of the study (Sect. “Discussion”), 
we draw conclusions and recommendations for future 
research (Sect. “Conclusions”).

Conceptual framework
This study approaches opening-up and closing-down 
processes by first, developing categories for the differ-
ent scopes of opening up and closing down, and second, 
identifying and classifying probable reasons for these 
dynamics. Stirling [12] introduced a distinction between 
processes that aim to open up a public debate on techno-
logical innovations and those that aim at closing it down. 
According to this distinction, opening up the policy dis-
courses aims to inform decision making on the basis of 
various information sources, disciplines, social values, 
and conflicting interests. Opening-up processes seek to 
include marginalised perspectives, address neglected 
issues, consider uncertainties, and highlight new options 
[12]. By providing plural and conditional advice, this 
approach ensures decision makers are fully informed 
about the range of social choices. This requires a partici-
patory process in which participants have the right to set 
the agenda and have a say in both general and overarch-
ing questions (not only in selected details in predeter-
mined thematic scopes). This view refers mainly to the 
variety of actors and the breadth of questions and topics 
discussed in the participation process.

Closing down the policy process simplifies decision 
making by reducing the diversity of views and trying 
to provide a clear, authoritative recommendation. By 
identifying salient viewpoints, prioritising issues, and 
determining the "best" options, it aims to achieve effi-
cient resource allocation, policy coherence, and effective 
management. This, according to Goldschmid [14] also 
includes processes of selection and allocation. The result 
of the analysis is presented as unitary and prescriptive 
advice, emphasizing clarity in policy implications while 
potentially overlooking certain assumptions and sensitiv-
ities. In view of the mismatch between human aspirations 
and possibilities and technological and political actuali-
ties in a finite world, processes of narrowing down and 
closure are “necessary, inevitable, and desirable” ([12], p. 
284). In practice, there will be times, places, and institu-
tions for opening up and other contexts for closing down 
the public debate (ibid, p. 285).
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The temporal dimension warrants special attention 
as opening up in early stages can potentially result in a 
broadly based, and thereby legitimate, authoritative deci-
sion at later stages. The available literature highlights the 
fact that initial decisions must be critically assessed, since 
they may constrain the options for later decisions [15]. 
Consequently, Pidgeon and Rogers-Hayden [16] advocate 
in favour of “upstream” engagement, establishing pub-
lic participation before significant research and develop-
ment have taken place, and before firm public attitudes 
or social representations about an issue have taken shape.

Voß et  al. [13] offer a theorisation of a temporal 
sequence in their concept of reflexive governance. They 
advocate for a balance between opening-up and closing-
down governance. While the opening up of governance 
accounts for uncertainty, ambivalence, and distributed 
control, closing-down governance processes enable deci-
sion and action (ibid.). "Opening up governance must be 
linked in one way or the other to extended participation, 
since knowledge about different problem aspects and val-
ues as well as resources for making measures and options 
work are distributed among different actors" ([13], p. 432). 
Voß et  al. [13] further explain that different dimensions 
of opening up and closing down refer to specific phases 
in the policy cycle [17] and include problem analysis, goal 
formulation, and strategy implementation. The concepts 
of upstream engagement [16], reflexive governance [13], 
and a sequential decision-making process [15] suggest 
that the participatory process subsequently closes down 
until the moment of final decision making. This funnel-
like approach, however, presents an unnecessarily rigid 
view of the flow of the participation process which inevi-
tably narrows down after the opening, neglecting the 
re-openings. Nevertheless, it is clear that the scope for 
participation varies along the phases of a policy cycle (cf. 
[7]). The critical challenge becomes determining which 
are the most appropriate and acceptable approaches 
to the participation process at hand as well as critically 
assessing whether a closing down of participation is nec-
essary and justified.

Conceptualizing scopes of opening up and closing down
Both Voß et  al.’s [13] and Stirling’s [12] concepts of 
opening up and closing down refer to the wider policy 
debate; therefore, it cannot be directly operationalised 
into participatory scopes. Opening up the policy debate 
encompasses the choice of policy questions, the setting 
of agendas, the structuring of the debate, the selection 
of background material, and the recruitment of partic-
ipants [18]. This view can be divided into two impor-
tant scopes: the scope of topics (thematic scope), and 
the scope of participants (actor scope). Based on the 

literature and verified by the empirical material of the 
analysed case, we developed a categorization of five 
scopes along which opening up and closing down could 
be assessed:

(a) Spatial scope: In the particular case of planning-
related participation, this spatial dimension is rel-
evant for the extent to which citizens or other 
stakeholders can decide or impact decisions in a 
relevant area [19]. The geographical (or technical) 
area under consideration for a participatory process 
can be extended or reduced.

(b) Temporal scope: The temporal scope is often set by 
“real-world deadlines for decisions” that are deter-
mined by law, budgets, or competing work ([20], 
p. 129). The regularity and the duration of the par-
ticipation process may put a limit on the participa-
tion methods and the actors involved. The process 
may also be deliberately prolonged by individual 
actors to pursue their own interests. In such cases, 
it would be prudent for the convening organisation 
to adopt or impose constraints once all the required 
information has been elicited and the viewpoints 
and perspectives aired and adequately discussed 
(ibid, p. 130).

(c) Actor scope: Participation can be inclusive by inte-
grating numerous relevant stakeholders or interest 
groups and possibly a large number of individual 
citizens. On the other hand, it can also be limited 
by including only a small number of participants. 
This, however, has implications for the legitimacy 
of the results [21, 22]. The reduction in the number 
of participants and their interests would indicate a 
closing-down dynamic [14].

(d) Thematic scope: The topics and aspects of the prob-
lem to be discussed and possibly decided in the par-
ticipatory process can be broad or narrow, with the 
former pointing to an opening up and the latter to a 
closing down. The sorting and selection of options 
as one key aspect of closure ([14, 21], p.  90) falls 
into this category.

(e) Methodological scope: Through the choice of the 
participatory method and the way processes are 
being chaired and moderated, significant effects on 
opening-up or closing-down dynamics can be gen-
erated [23, 24]. For instance, a lecture-style engage-
ment with simple questions and answers often 
reduces the opportunities to co-determine frames, 
knowledge bases, or actual decisions. By contrast, 
inclusive methods such as World Café, Open Space, 
or Scenario processes generally allow for opening-
up dynamics to bring in more ideas, visions, bodies 
of knowledge, and values [25, 26].
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Each of the scopes gives an indication of the varying 
levels of participation. The level of influence of partici-
pants in decision-making processes has been categorized 
as informative, advisory, and decisive [27]. While in 
informative participation, participants are in a pas-
sive position as the recipients of information, their role 
becomes more active in advisory participation. Here, 
they assume the role of information contributor, advising 
the innovation process. Nevertheless, it is important to 
emphasize that more open forms of participation are pri-
marily defined by the right to co-decide or co-determine, 
both not necessarily represented within this theorisation 
of scopes.

Conceptualizing reasons for opening up and closing down
The integration of public participation in research [28, 
29], innovation processes [12, 30], and policy making 
[31, 32] can be motivated by normative, substantive, and 
instrumental imperatives. The normative rationale relates 
to democratic ideals, the substantive rationale to increas-
ing the breadth and depth of the information gathered, 
and the instrumental rationale to strengthening of the 
credibility and legitimacy of decision-making processes. 
Although conflicting to some extent [12], these objectives 
provide general guardrails or evaluation criteria for the 
use and effectiveness of participation processes.

Stirling [7] notes that ideas regarding what constitutes 
a desirable, appropriate, or effective way to design par-
ticipatory processes are guided by the extent to which 
organisers are motivated by normative, substantive, or 
instrumental rationales. From the normative perspec-
tive, significant strands of the literature call for participa-
tory processes to be as open, broad, and comprehensive 
as possible, including a variety of viewpoints, repre-
sentation of all possible perspectives, and inclusion of 
less-privileged groups (e.g., [8, 14]). Where democratic 
ideals for participation are concerned, equity of access, 
empowerment of process, and equality of outcomes are 
normatively desirable [33], providing a genuine motiva-
tion for greater participation [7]. The more instrumental 
the approach, the more a ‘closing down’ is regarded as 
appropriate, rather than the ‘opening up’ of wider policy 
discourses (ibid.).

Besides these intrinsic motivations to open up or close 
down, participatory processes are inevitably subject to 
constraints of time and resource influence in a world of 
unequal power relations [34]. These constraints limit the 
scope in which participation can be opened up. Conse-
quently, while there are numerous reasons for a ‘closing 
down’, there is also a closing down of participation serv-
ing institutional legitimation and decision justification 
[7].

Methods
Case description
To answer our research questions and explore the appli-
cability of our conceptual framework, we analysed the 
case of a series of participation processes. The participa-
tion processes were conducted as part of a development 
of a former military air base (“Fliegerhorst”) into a new 
combined residential and commercial city quarter in the 
city of Oldenburg in northwestern Germany. The study 
follows a case-study approach [35, 36], examining mul-
tiple interlinked participation processes (see Table  1). 
The participatory processes analysed took place between 
2015 and 2023 and all concerned the development of the 
new residential area on the former military air base, with 
a special focus on the energy system from 2018 onwards. 
Therefore, thematically and spatially the different partici-
patory processes can be seen as one long-lasting partici-
pation process.

Oldenburg is a medium-sized city in northwestern 
Germany, with 169,605  inhabitants (2020). The growth 
of the city has resulted in the continued development of 
residential areas. The case study presents the develop-
ment process of an abandoned area at the northern fringe 
of the city, where roughly 1000  residential units are to 
be built in the new district in response to housing needs 
[37]. The masterplan developed for the area can be 
accessed online [38].

The participation process was initiated by the munici-
pality of Oldenburg with the aim of creating acceptance, 
understanding citizens’ interests, and allowing co-design 
of the planning for a future-oriented, new district. Dif-
ferent groups of citizens were the focus of the partici-
pation activities and, with the exception of a formalised 
and legally required process, all citizen participation pro-
cesses analysed are not legally required. In the case of this 
new neighborhood, technological innovation is strongly 
linked to social and spatial questions, such as community, 
equality, and quality of life.

In 2018, the research and development project ENaQ 
(Energy Neighborhood Quarter), funded by two German 
Ministries1 was launched by a consortium of more than 
20 partners from public administration, research, and 
industry (including a housing association and an energy 
provider) with the aim of designing a smart and energy-
optimized neighborhood in one 3.9  ha sub-area of the 
Fliegerhorst.2 In the 380 residential unit neighborhood, 
energy should ideally be produced and consumed locally 
and used efficiently by responsible consumers. The units 

1 Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) and Federal Ministry 
for Economic Affairs and Climate Action (BMWK).
2 The authors received funding within the ENaQ project for the design and 
evaluation of participatory measures within the project.
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would be contained in eight buildings were 50% of the 
surface area of the roof would be dedicated to electric-
ity generation. To optimize energy provision and supply, 
technological solutions were developed and additional 
focal areas of the project included mobility, sustainable 
living, and social and digital innovations such as a digital 
platform.

Case analysis
Figure 1 illustrates the methods used to respond to spe-
cific research goals. To address the first research ques-
tion, we used a literature review to conceptualise opening 
up and closing down processes and single out  the five 
scopes (thematic, actor, methodological, spatial and tem-
poral scope), in which an opening up or a closing down 
can happen (see Sect. “Conceptual framework”). The 
second research question was addressed through a doc-
ument search and analysis regarding the participatory 
processes in the area. The analysed materials comprised 
documents detailing participatory processes conducted 
in the case study area, funding calls, and concepts that 
were developed within the ENaQ project (see annex). On 
the basis of these documents, we developed a structured 
overview of participation processes (see Table 1).

We define a participatory process as a thematic or 
methodological entity of participatory activities. The dis-
tinction between different participatory processes (as in 
Table  1) was primarily made by identifying differences 
in one or more of the five scopes derived from the litera-
ture in step 1. With reference to these scopes, moments 
of opening up and closing down from one participation 
process to the next were identified. For example, to clas-
sify a moment of methodological opening up or closing 
down, an increase or a decrease of methods used in a 
participatory process, compared to the earlier participa-
tory process, had to be detected. Hence, the criterion for 
classifying a moment of opening up or closing down was 

an increase or decrease in spatial scope, temporal scope, 
topics addressed, methods used and/or actors involved.

To address the third research question (identify reasons 
for opening-up and closing-down processes), we carried 
out six semi-structured expert interviews. The interview 
partners (IP) were representatives from organisations 
that were responsible for the participatory process at dif-
ferent stages. In 2017, two interviews were conducted 
with representatives from the municipality of Oldenburg 
who initiated the participatory process in 2015 (IP 1 and 
IP 2). In 2018, two interviews were conducted, one with 
an individual from an institute for participatory pro-
cesses (IP 3) and one with a representative from an urban 
planning office (IP  4). The former was responsible for 
conducting the “City Workshop” in 2015 and the latter 
was involved in the two “Innovation Camps” in 2015 and 
2016. Two additional interviews were conducted in 2022 
with members of the ENaQ project, who were in charge 
of organising participatory activities from 2018 onwards 
(IP 5 and IP 6). The interviewees were selected based on 
their relevant expertise and their position within insti-
tutions that had organised or had been involved in the 
assessed participation processes. Furthermore, all IPs 
had experience with other participation processes, which 
allowed them to assess the process at hand in a com-
parative manner. Key talking points for the interviews 
included the origin of the participation process, the goals 
of participation, the population groups involved, partici-
pation methods, as well as success factors and challenges. 
The interview data was transcribed and inductively 
coded using MAXqda software. The coding system was 
developed and re-evaluated during the coding process. 
After a first cycle, we were able to categorise reasons for 
opening up and closing down, relying on qualitative con-
tent analysis [39].

Results
Identifying opening up and closing down along the 
participatory process
Since the end of the 1990s, discussions were carried out 
on how to develop the 309  ha  Fliegerhorst area. As the 
area was under military use as an airport  until 1993, it 
had to be assessed for dangerous materials and was not 
accessible to the public. The municipality of Oldenburg 
initiated the involvement of citizens in 2015, before fur-
ther development took place. Those involved in the 
participation process were different citizen groups, par-
ticularly young- and low-income groups from Oldenburg. 
The initial participation measures included an exhibition 
about the Fliegerhorst area, public bike tours of the area, 
and so-called idea cards, which were spread throughout 
the city to enlist ideas and suggestions on how the area 
should be developed.Fig. 1 Case study design (source: own)
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In addition, a participatory event called “City  Work-
shop” was organized  in June 2015. During five 1-day-
workshops, ideas, wishes, and needs were collected 
from 155 participants from different social groups. The 
institute that led the workshops  designed a specific 
method called ‘planning carpet’. Participants brought up 
a wide range of topics that reflected their concerns and 
interests, such as community life, mobility and infra-
structure, labour, recreation, and green spaces. Together 
with the participants, ten guiding principles for the 
development of the area were ultimately generated [40] 
(see Fig. 2).

In addition to the topics discussed, the idea of a decen-
tralized energy supply from renewable energy sources 
was raised (ibid., p.  51). With the spatial frame already 
set, this process opened participation in thematic, spa-
tial, methodological, and actor scopes.

In the next phase, the municipality of Oldenburg 
aimed to develop a first master plan. A professional 
planning office was hired to develop a masterplan of 
the area in a participatory manner. In November 2015 
and February 2016, participatory “Innovation Camps” 
were organized by the planning office. In this context, 
citizens were invited to co-work on specific topics of 
the master plan. This superordinate plan represented a 
first decision on the concrete spatial division and land 
use, and in essence was a closing down process in spa-
tial and thematic scopes, due also in-part to temporal 
requirements. Participants discussed topics such as 

mobility, water management, energy, sustainability and 
community during the innovation camps. The master 
plan was unanimously adopted by the City Council of 
Oldenburg in August 2016 and served as the basis  for 
the further development of the district. In this process, 
participants developed the goal that the new district 
should be  CO2-neutral, and the idea of an experimental 
“Smart City Lab” was developed ([41], p. 79). This can 
be interpreted as a closing down of the thematic scope.

In response to a research call by two ministries, a 
consortium of 21 local organisations from the fields if 
of public administration, science, and from the private 
sector developed a proposal for a research-and-devel-
opment project under the acronym “ENaQ”. Initiated 
in January 2018, the project aimed to develop a district 
energy system in one sub-area of the Fliegerhorst. The 
project eventually led to a closing down of participa-
tion in the spatial and thematic scopes. Initially, the 
area of interest was reduced to a sub-area of 3.9 hec-
tares, today known as ‘Helleheide’, which includes 124 
residential units. To foster a vibrant community of 
diverse ages and income groups, community rooms 
such as a laundry café and a communal kitchen were 
planned in collaboration with interested citizens. The 
central component of the project was the provision of 
energy and heat through locally generated renewable 
sources including rooftop and balcony solar panels, 
heat pumps, and partnerships with a local energy coop-
erative. In addition, energy efficiency among residents 

Fig. 2 Ten guiding principles for the development of the Fliegerhorst area as agreed on during the City workshop. Source: Stadt Oldenburg [40], 
own translation
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was encouraged through incentives such as energy sig-
nal lights and various digital services.

The next step was to narrow down the relevant themes 
to strengthen the emphasis on technological (energy 
and IT) questions. During the course of the project, 
diverse formats for participation and communication 
were implemented, showing an openness in methodo-
logical and actor scopes. To institutionalise participa-
tion, a monthly citizen workshop was implemented by 
the housing company and one project partner in 2020 to 
address planning questions, e.g., of the common spaces 
in the quarter. Although this institutionalisation process 
allowed a more intense co-design, it also contributed to 
a third closing down process that narrowed down the 
scope of the actors. Allowing only online participation, 
the COVID-19-pandemic forced a further closing down 
in terms of methodological scope and, subsequently, actor 
scope from March 2020 to July 2021. The methodological 
scope was opened up again after the pandemic.

The initially very open process, which served to assess 
what people wanted,  was subsequently narrowed down 
in the planning and development phase. The diversity 
of participatory formats and phases are illustrated in 
Table  1. The long-term process covered all five scopes 
of participation (spatial, temporal, thematic, actor, and 
methodological scope), rendering this case well suited 
for our interest in opening-up and closing-down dynam-
ics. In the following sections, we analyse the reasons for 
these closing-down and opening-up processes in differ-
ent scopes.

Reasons for opening up participation
The results of the interviews confirm that the participa-
tion process started off in a very open way in 2015. The 
only requirement set by the municipality was that a new 
residential district should be created, which should meet 
the requirements of the future (IP3).

Creating initial trust and acceptance for the development 
project
For the early development process (2015 to 2017), the 
interviewees argued that early involvement of citizens 
helped to build trust and avoid potential opposition to 
the project. Opening up the initial participation was thus 
motivated by creating acceptance and a smoother devel-
opment process that would avoid the pitfalls of other 
major developments (such as the development of the 
central station in Stuttgart) that faced public resistance.

Understanding citizens’ interests and needs
In addition to their intrinsic  motivation, interviewees 
highlighted a normative intention to understand citi-
zens’ interests, needs, aspirations, and concerns during 

the early stages and prior to initiating the development 
process. Participatory mechanisms were employed to 
provide citizens with opportunities to express their 
opinions, propose ideas, and offer recommendations. 
Nonetheless, interviewees noted that the recommenda-
tions and solutions generated through these processes 
were only advisory in nature, as their implementation 
ultimately depends on political decision-making. Politi-
cians, however, are generally encouraged to consider the 
majority of recommendations stemming from participa-
tory processes, as failing to do so could lead to increased 
frustration and resentment, thereby undermining future 
engagement efforts. In the later phase (post-2018) when 
the development of an efficient energy system became 
the primary focus, participation was opened up to ensure 
that  technological solutions were aligned with citizens’ 
needs and expectations. In addition, prospective resi-
dents were included in the detailed planning of buildings 
and outdoor spaces.

Improving the quality of the plans and results
At the outset of the participatory process, the munici-
pality aimed to implement a thorough and well-funded 
initiative to co-develop ideas and concepts for design-
ing a new district. Interviewees highlighted the open-
ness of the process with regard to the results, and the 
broad scope for discussion in the initial stages. In the 
first participatory process (“City Workshop”), goals and 
principles for the development of the new district were 
formulated. The subsequent “Innovation Camps” held 
in 2015 and 2016 aimed to transform abstract ideas into 
tangible spatial plans while exploring citizens’ prefer-
ences for various options. Nevertheless, participants 
were encouraged to pursue new ideas and topics that 
emerged during these sessions. Within the ENaQ project, 
a range of stakeholders—including housing associations, 
scientific institutions, and the municipality—employed 
various participatory formats, such as workshops and 
surveys to refine ideas and optimise spatial and techno-
logical planning to meet user needs. In addition, these 
formats facilitated feedback on prototypes, and iterative 
improvement of the results. This iterative process was 
exemplified in the citizens’ workshop, where plans for 
shared facilities were adapted and redesigned based on 
participant inputs.

Public interest in the development project
The development of the Fliegerhorst drew significant 
public attention, and regional actors attached high 
expectations to the project. Thus, opening up all scopes 
of participation played a critical role in incorporating 
the project into the public discourse. People expected a 
high level of transparency regarding the progress of the 
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development, including the criteria guiding it, particu-
larly when changes to the original plans occurred. Partic-
ipants clearly expressed a desire to remain involved and 
to be kept informed about future developments. Several 
participants requested the establishment of a permanent, 
on-site participatory planning office to ensure citizens 
could receive continuous updates about the projects.

Reasons for closing down participation
The interviews showed that, besides processes of open-
ing up participation, there were also processes of closing 
down, ultimately having implications for different scopes 
of participation.

Financial and temporal restrictions
Participatory processes require time and financial 
resources. In the case study, the participatory processes 
in 2015 and 2016 were co-funded by the city of Olden-
burg and a grant from two German ministries3 [42]. The 
ENaQ project (2018–2023) was granted within the fund-
ing call "Solar construction/Energy efficient city" also 
funded by German ministries4 [43]. The respective fund-
ing calls also set  specific thematic priorities. While the 
“Future city”  (“Zukunftsstadt”) funding  initiative served 
to support municipalities to shape change towards sus-
tainability in an overall constructive and effective manner, 
the funding  programme on "Solar construction/Energy 
efficient city" aimed at making the building sector more 
energy efficient. The goal of the funding measure was to 
reduce energy consumption, promote sector coupling 
and gradually decarbonize the entire system through 
the integration of renewable energies.  Both  grants had 
fixed sums and specified cost categories had to be met, 
whereas only the development (not the realisation) was 
funded under this measure. The financing of the citizens’ 
ideas proved to be a practical challenge, as illustrated by 
the statement: “we also have to keep an eye on economic 
efficiency when developing the Fliegerhorst in Oldenburg” 
(IP 1, 40:11).

Financial requirements were closely intertwined with 
time constraints, each carrying significant implications. 
The allocation of funding was tied to specific timeframes, 
complicating efforts to adjust schedules for unplanned 
changes or spontaneous participant demands. In addi-
tion, accommodating the time preferences of all involved 
groups proved challenging. For instance, the organisers 
of the participatory formats endeavoured to schedule 
the workshops inclusively, ensuring accessibility diverse 

demographics, however, scheduling conflicts persisted. 
so that all different types of people could take part. 
Events (Innovation Camps) that took place on Satur-
days, posed difficulties for school pupils, many of whom 
were involved in sporting activities. Conversely the 
“City Workshop “ was scheduled during school days, with 
participants being excused from classes, resulting in sub-
stantial participation from this groups (IP 4, 18:57). These 
observations demonstrate that financial and time restric-
tions  may lead to closing-down processes in terms of 
thematic actor and methodological scopes. Reflecting on 
these challenges, one of the organisers of the City Work-
shop stated: „You always have to decide what is organisa-
tionally possible. What resources are there?” (IP 3, 43:10).

Taking concrete decisions amid diverging interests 
and claims
Participatory processes often generate a wide range of 
diverse and sometimes conflicting ideas and opinions, 
making it impractical to satisfy the expectations of all 
participants. When concrete decisions are required, 
certain alternative ideas and viewpoints must inevita-
bly be set aside. This underscores the challenging and 
sometimes sobering nature of implementing citizens’ 
ideas. Nevertheless, there are cases, where compro-
mises between seemingly conflicting ideas could be 
achieved.  In some instances, a general agreement was 
reached, with flexibility maintained for addressing more 
specific details at a later stage. This approach is exempli-
fied by the following statement: „There were some voices 
who wanted […] the streets to be a bit meandering and not 
that straight. Then we said: «Let’s just reserve a space for 
the street. How it is designed in detail inside this frame, 
can still be changed. But first of all, 15 m are reserved as 
public space for the street» “ (IP 1, 32:30).

Expert knowledge necessary when taking decisions 
about highly technological questions
Expert knowledge, provided by individuals with exten-
sive expertise on relevant topics, can play a crucial role 
in avoiding potential pitfalls, introducing new ideas, and 
addressing uncertainty. Furthermore,  such expert and 
scientific knowledge can help participants to understand 
the complexity of the questions and solutions discussed 
and to make citizens “experts for certain things"  as one 
interviewee commented (IP 4, 16:40). Interview partners 
3 and 4 emphasized  the extreme importance of all rel-
evant  actors, such  as municipal experts, representatives 
from utility companies, or other external partners. Their 
involvement ensures that plans are realistic and actiona-
ble, making sure "not build castles in the air that we can’t 
get to the ground later on” (IP 4, 13:15).

3 The Federal Ministry for Education and Research and the Federal Ministry 
for the Environment, Nature Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety.
4 The Federal Ministry of Economic Affairs and Energy and the Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research.
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The difficulty of bringing everyone to the same level 
of knowledge is especially relevant when it comes to 
technological and highly specialised issues. To discuss 
technological topics with citizens, extensive back-
ground knowledge on these topics is required, and con-
veying this large array of knowledge is a time-intensive 
task. Where topics could not be discussed in depth, 
complex issues were simplified, leaving out specific 
aspects. This led to a general closing down in participa-
tion intensity.

Likewise, we observed that participatory formats with a 
technological focus tend to attract specific groups of peo-
ple while deterring others. In contrast, participatory for-
mats that focused on housing and neighborhood aspects, 
successfully engaged elderly individuals and women. 
However, this target group tended to have little inter-
est in discussions related to technological issues. This 
observation suggests that highly technological topics may 
contribute to a closing down of the actor scope and thus 
limit the participation intensity.

Institutionalization narrows the number and diversity 
of participants
During the participation process, the future residents 
of the quarter were still unknown and could, therefore, 
not be directly targeted by the participatory formats. 
This proved to be both a challenge and an opportunity 
for the planning of the new district. To institutionalise 
participation, the housing company and one facilitat-
ing project partner of the ENaQ project formed a stable 
group of interested citizens (citizen workshop). From 
2020 onwards, the group met on a monthly basis to dis-
cuss concrete questions concerning the future neighbor-
hood. The mailing list was open to anybody and, over 
time, more than 90 people registered, with about 20 peo-
ple (most of them interested in living in the new quarter) 
regularly participating in the meetings. Within that for-
mat, building and design ideas and concepts could be dis-
cussed in detail, ensuring the citizens could be included 
in the planning process. Additional topics included com-
munal areas in the quarter, and the formation of a vibrant 
neighborhood. Regular evaluations of the format revealed 
that both organisers and participants perceived it as very 
helpful and positive. This was largely due to its facilita-
tion of constant and intensive collaboration between 
developers, planners, and interested citizens. However, 
establishing this format inadvertently excluded certain 
participant groups, such as individuals with limited time 
resources, including families or full-time employees. This 
example demonstrates that, despite the high-level of col-
laboration enabled by a regular format, it inevitably con-
tributed to closing down the actor scope.

Stakeholder fatigue
The interviews indicated that participation should be 
concluded before participants start to feel bored or tired. 
As one interview partner put it: „At some point the air is 
out“ (IP 2, 48:39). Consequently, the organisers of the ini-
tial participatory process concluded that „participation 
should not become too much “ (IP 2, 49:12). One mem-
ber of the municipality observed that participation rates 
steadily decreased with every workshop. He described 
great public interests at the very beginning (City Work-
shop in June 2015 with about 155 participants). However, 
even though the same people were invited to the follow-
ing innovation camps, only 80 participants attended the 
first „Innovation Camp “ in November 2015, and only 60 
attended the second in February 2016. Due to low num-
bers of registered participants, additional people had 
to be invited to the Innovation Camps. An interviewee 
explained that declining participation was the result of 
people having articulated all their desires and ideas dur-
ing the first event (IP 2, 49:12).

Discussion
Our research aimed at identifying and describing open-
ing up and closing down processes using the case of a 
long-term participation process in the context of urban 
development. To operationalise opening up and closing 
down processes, we developed five scopes, namely spa-
tial, temporal, thematic, actor, and methodological. Later, 
we analysed why participation was opened up or closed 
down in the specific case study.

In the case studies, closing-down participation took 
place in a spatial (focus on Helleheide area), tempo-
ral (project runtime), thematic (focus on district energy 
system and IT platforms), methodological (restriction 
of methods during the pandemic), and actor scope (e.g., 
through the formation of a stable group).In the past dec-
ades, reasons for opening-up participation have been 
extensively discussed in  the  literature on transdiscipli-
nary research and technology development (e.g., [31, 44, 
45]). Barreteau et al. [15] confirmed that some stages are 
more consequential than others, e.g., funding calls and 
project descriptions create irreversibilities that limit the 
introduction of some new sets of research questions and 
scopes of outcomes (ibid.).

Our analysis shows that the reasons for closing down 
participation can be manifold. Similar to this study, the 
literature describes hurdles to participatory processes, 
such as external specifications [11, 21], conflicting inter-
ests and claims (e.g., [20, 46–48]), and stakeholder fatigue 
[49, 50].

External limitations should be assessed critically, 
because these are often predetermined by more powerful 
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stakeholders, a criticism that is frequently discussed in 
the literature [51, 52]. Another criticism is that partici-
pation often follows project logics with clearly limited 
activities and budgets [53]. Projects tend to focus only on 
those aspects of people’s lives that are of direct concern 
to the respective project.

By offering a regular format with a stable group of peo-
ple, the institutionalisation of the participatory process 
was perceived very positively by both project members 
and participants. This made it possible to continuously 
collaborate with citizens on plans offering a greater 
intensity of participation. At the same time, this format 
included a smaller number of people and excluded peo-
ple with scarce time resources. The literature also pro-
vides reasons to critically examine the institutionalisation 
of participation. According to Steen & Van Bueren [54], 
formalising participation can diminish participants’ pri-
vate sense of ownership and responsibility. In the case of 
the ENaQ project, the institutionalisation of participation 
through a regular format with a stable group of people 
was accompanied by a closing down of the actor scope. 
This experience shows that closing-down processes can 
be helpful and positive parts of the development process. 
For every participation process, it is essential to consider 
which opening of scopes is sensible and necessary.

Our analysis shows that the perceived need for expert 
input can be framed as one reason for closing down par-
ticipation. However, Sterling [55] strongly supports the 
assumption that expert input  is needed to inform tech-
nological appraisal. Gudowsky & Peissl [5] argue that 
there are limits to both public engagement and purely 
expert-based assessments. Sterling [7] questions the sup-
posed dichotomy between expert-based and analytic 
decision-making procedures on one hand, and participa-
tory processes on the other, emphasising that both pro-
cesses are interlinked and share many commonalities. 
We also observed the integration of citizen participation 
and expert-based analyses in our case study. For example, 
many workshops included both “experts” from various 
fields within the project as well as citizens. Furthermore, 
in the examined case, a broad range of stakeholders par-
ticipated as part of the project consortium.

One of the most frequently quoted reasons for closure 
is the need to take concrete decisions amid diverging 
interests and claims [12, 13]. With regard to participatory 
research processes, Barreteau et al. [15, no page numbers] 
confirmed the potentially large discrepancies between 
implementation realities and participants’ expectations: 
“participants’ expectations may be diverse, with some 
keen on being involved in decision making, some unwilling 
to share responsibility for future outcomes, some wishing 
to prevent the process from coming up with undesirable 
options, some seeking recognition of their own knowledge, 

some taking the opportunity to interact with other specific 
participants, and others being merely curious about what 
is happening.” This was also observed in our case in which 
the master plan had to be concluded and decided.

The question as to whose interests and claims “win” in 
multi-stakeholder processes has been critically debated 
in the literature on participation. Sterling [7] pointed out 
that in an ideal speech situation within a participatory 
process, an orientation towards a consensual resolution 
of conflicts will inevitably reduce the evaluative diver-
sity. If a consensus is not feasible, a decision in favour 
of one solution will inevitably lead to other ideas being 
discarded. This poses the risk that external forces may 
significantly influence the construction of knowledge, 
potentially leading to predetermined assumptions about 
the distribution of power and who should be empowered 
[56]. In the context of “smart cities”, some scholars argue 
that “smartness” is often equated with efficiency [57], 
placing a premium on the inclusion of actors who have 
proportionally greater resources, financial capabilities, 
technical knowledge, and competences. This approach 
may exclude others who are affected [58]. The actors 
who are responsible for organising the process inevita-
bly shape the design of the co-creative process, leading 
to power asymmetries that favour administrative and 
institutional structures [59, 60]. Furthermore, the (self-)
exclusion of specific actors or actor groups distorts the 
effectiveness of the process ([61], p. 50). Any implicit or 
explicit closure in terms of participants and thematic 
scope should, therefore, be critically assessed.

One limitation of this study lies in the choice of meth-
odology, particularly the reliance solely on expert inter-
views with organisers of the participation processes to 
understand the reasons for moments of opening up and 
closing down. This approach may have introduced a bias, 
as it primarily reflects the perspectives of the organis-
ers rather than those of the participants. Future studies 
concentrating on the perception of participants would, 
therefore, be valuable.

Conclusions
This study analysed scopes and reasons for opening up 
and closing down participation processes. To conceptu-
alise opening up and closing down processes, we identi-
fied different types of scopes, namely, spatial, temporal, 
thematic, actor, and methodological scopes. These scopes 
are interlinked and thus are mutually dependent. The 
categorisation of scopes can function as an analytical 
concept to operationalise opening-up and closing-down 
processes in public participation. We employed a case 
study approach to identify and describe opening up and 
closing  down participation processes in the case of a 
long-term participatory process for the development of 
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a new residential quarter in Oldenburg,  Germany. The 
opening up of participation processes can be explained 
by the motivation to create initial trust and acceptance, 
to understand citizens’ interests and needs, to improve 
the quality of the plans and results, and to respond to 
public interest in the development project. Closing-down 
processes can be explained by financial, and temporal 
constrains, the need to take decisions amid conflicting 
interests, the need for expert knowledge, the institution-
alization of participation, as well as stakeholder fatigue.

Our insights from a long-term process of citizen par-
ticipation in the context of technological development 
shed light on the complexities and interrelations linked 
to such processes. One unanticipated finding of the study 
was that conflicts often arise when ideas must be trans-
ferred into tangible and feasible designs that work in the 
long term, for instance, when the detailed layout for the 
community is made. Participation closures should not be 
understood or ignored as project-specific deficiency but 
should rather be viewed as a necessary part of the nego-
tiation process. Nevertheless, it remains difficult to say 
which closing-down processes are necessary and well jus-
tified. The question of why the actor scope is explicitly or 
implicitly narrowed down warrants particular attention. 
In practice, the negotiation of interests should be pro-
fessionally facilitated to ensure that all voices are heard. 
When ideas derived through participation cannot be 
implemented due to external specifications, it should be 
communicated transparently[21].

We can assume that similar considerations play a role 
in other participation processes that are linked to tech-
nological and urban development. Consequently, a more 
in-depth analysis of these often implicit interests and 
constraints, and their growing effects is necessary. Case 
studies from other regions could be used to support or 
challenge our findings and explore how different contex-
tual conditions affect participatory processes. The devel-
oped scopes of participation may serve as a conceptual 
framework for future analyses.
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