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INTRODUCTION 

The Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety (BMU) 

takes many decisions which affect a range of interests and often have far-reaching impacts 

on the lives of citizens. Successful citizen participation procedures carried out by the BMU 

have shown that it is possible for the general public to be involved these decisions. Effective 

citizen participation improves political decisions and promotes acceptance of them. It 

encourages an interest in policy-making, fosters political commitment and thus ultimately 

strengthens democracy. The BMU commissioned the development of its own guidelines for 

good citizen participation. These guidelines are aimed at ensuring that BMU participation 

procedures are of uniformly high quality. They are also intended to provide staff at the BMU 

with concrete guidance on citizen participation procedures. 

How were the guidelines developed? 

Consultancy firm IFOK GmbH and the German Research Institute for Public Administration 

(FÖV) were commissioned by the BMU to oversee the elaboration of the guidelines. IFOK 

and FÖV began by drafting guidelines based on literature and interviews. The draft was 

revised in a participatory process: At the beginning of 2018, a workshop with 25 randomly 

selected citizens and a workshop with 27 BMU staff members put forward around 200 ideas 

and proposals for improving the draft. This input was reviewed by IFOK, FÖV and the BMU 

and included in the guidelines wherever possible. The guidelines are part of an ongoing 

process to improve citizen participation in the BMU. In 2013, a BMU project group was 

already enhancing networking, exchange of knowledge and capacity building in the context 

of citizen participation. As part of that work, BMU staff were provided with information 

available at the time such as guidelines and practical examples. This information is 

constantly updated and can be accessed by all BMU staff via the intranet. 

What does citizen participation mean in the BMU? 

In the BMU, citizen participation means that citizens are involved in an advisory capacity in 

the decision-making process. Participation takes place in structured, informal proceedings. In 
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this context, the term citizens refers to people that do not represent a particular organisation 

in the consultations (e.g. grassroots groups, NGOs, associations). German citizenship is not 

a requirement for participation. Advisory means that citizens can improve the basis for a 

decision with their own comments and suggestions. 

However, the final decision and responsibility remain with the representative political bodies. 

Structured procedures mean a multi-step dialogue which usually comprises attended events 

and goes beyond a simple (online) opinion survey. Citizen participation procedures are 

informal if they are not prescribed by law. The results of an informal procedure are generally 

not legally binding. In contrast to the municipal level, formal participation procedures are 

rarely carried out in the BMU.  

As BMU participation procedures are held at federal level they are generally relevant for all 

citizens. However, this relevance is not always immediately apparent in daily life. The BMU 

has a great deal of expertise in this field compared to other government ministries, with a 

dedicated division for citizen participation and a great deal of experience in carrying out 

participation procedures. 

How should the guidelines be used? 

The guidelines for citizen participation aim to give guidance for the planning, implementation 

and evaluation of informal citizen participation procedures. While they outline the conditions 

that make a BMU citizen participation procedure appropriate, they do not lay down who 

decides whether a participation procedure should be carried out, nor how this decision is to 

be taken. The guidelines are thus primarily concerned with the "how" rather than the 

"whether" of participation procedures. They are divided into four chapters: 

1. Clear goals and framework 

2. Well-designed procedure 

3. High-quality procedure 

4. Appropriate management of results, evaluation 

The four chapters also represent four key quality standards and four stages of a participation 

procedure. The schedule-based structure aims to make it easier for the organisers to use of 

the guidelines throughout the entire citizen participation procedure. The quality standards 

"Clear goals and framework" and "Well-designed procedure" are important for planning a 

citizen participation procedure. "High-quality procedure" relates to its implementation. 

"Appropriate management of results, evaluation" examines how to use the results and gives 

guidance on evaluating the citizen participation procedure. There are some correlations 

between the guidelines in the different chapters. For instance, setting clear goals and 

framework ties in closely with how the results are used. The same is true of the design and 
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quality of the participation procedure, which are based on the defined goals and framework. 

Users are therefore advised to read the guidelines fully first to gain an overview, before 

looking at each section more closely. Each guideline is followed by a more detailed 

explanation which gives the rationale behind the guideline, offers clarification and suggests 

means of implementation. The guidelines conclude with an easy-to-use checklist for good 

citizen participation. The checklist serves as an overview of the guidelines and can be used 

at the end of the participation procedure as a basis for a standardised, comparative 

evaluation of participation procedures. Finally, references and literature are provided to 

facilitate a more in-depth consideration of individual aspects of the guidelines. 

1. CLEAR GOALS AND FRAMEWORK 

1.1 Verify competence and determine scope of participation  

The competences and the political decision-making process in which citizens are to 

participate are clear. The framework for the participation procedure and the task of the 

participating citizens are clearly defined. 

1.2 Define the goal: how the results will be used 

The goal is always to use the results of the participation process in political decision-making. 

How and when the participation results are used is clearly set out. 

1.3 Determine appropriate time to launch citizen participation 

Citizen participation is scheduled so as to allow as broad a scope for involvement as possible 

and enable the results to be used quickly on conclusion of the process. The informal citizen 

participation process is incorporated appropriately into the political decision-making process. 

1.4 Lay down the extent and key elements of the citizen participation procedure 

The extent and key elements of the procedure are laid down (targets, milestones, format of 

results). This provides the basis for initial planning which is fleshed out in the course of the 

procedure while still leaving enough leeway for subsequent adjustments. 

1.5 Secure adequate resources and expertise 

The BMU division responsible for the subject matter ensures there are sufficient resources 

and expertise. If necessary, the division responsible for citizen participation provides advice. 

Some tasks can be outsourced to external service providers. 
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2. WELL-DESIGNED PROCEDURE 

2.1 Ensure cooperation within the BMU 

The division for citizen participation and the divisions responsible for subject matter work 

together on the participation procedure. Regular talks and clear allocation of tasks ensure an 

efficient participation procedure. 

2.2 Invite and select citizens 

Citizens are invited and selected in a transparent procedure. As far as possible, all sections 

of the public are addressed – exceptions must be based on the goals of the participation 

procedure. In the BMU, random selection is the established means of reaching a broad 

group representing all segments of the population. 

2.3 Motivate target group and remove obstacles to participation 

To motivate the citizens to take part, the benefits of being involved in the participation 

procedure are presented. Obstacles to participation are removed by giving the citizens 

targeted support. 

2.4 Select suitable participation formats 

The participation formats are selected and coordinated in line with the goals and the 

composition of the participants. Attended events are generally an integral aspect of the 

participation procedure. Multi-stage procedures conclude with a final event to present the 

results and explain how they will be used. 

3. HIGH-QUALITY PROCEDURE 

3.1 Communicate scope of participation to citizens and compare to their 
expectations 

Participating citizens are informed clearly and at an early stage of the scope for informing 

decisions and of the goals of participation. The citizens and the BMU compare their 

expectations in light of the given possibilities, in order to avoid misunderstanding and 

dissatisfaction. 

3.2 Provide professional and objective moderation 

Moderation of the procedure is professional: It structures, focuses and documents the 

substance of the procedure, thus ensuring high-quality discussions and results. Moderation 

is objective: It mediates between different positions without steering the discussion towards 

any specific outcome. 
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3.3 Be present at participation events and seek direct contact 

The BMU staff responsible for the participation procedure take part in attended events and 

online participation. In this way they acknowledge the commitment of the participants, 

provide impetus where needed and forge close links between the participation procedure and 

decision-making at the higher level. 

3.4 Provide balanced and understandable information 

Citizens are provided with information both prior to and during the participation procedure. 

This information ranges from the function and goals of the citizen participation to concrete 

processes and the use of the results. It is presented in a balanced and understandable way. 

If necessary, experts are brought in to communicate the information. 

3.5 Maintain continuous communication with participating citizens 

Communication in the citizen participation procedure is active, transparent and conducted 

through suitable channels. Communication is continuous, including between sessions. 

Participating citizens are always able to get in touch and give their feedback. 

3.6 Inform the public 

At the least, the general public and media are informed of the main points and results of the 

participation procedure. 

4. APPROPRIATE MANAGEMENT OF THE RESULTS, EVALUATION 

4.1 Document stages in procedure and the results 

All the main stages of the procedure and the interim results are documented, ensuring that 

they remain clear and understandable after the participation procedure has concluded. 

Events are documented in a careful, comprehensible and well-organised way in minutes. The 

minutes are made available to the participating citizens. They serve as the basis for a results 

paper, a feedback paper and a complete documentation package. 

4.2 Make useable results available 

Results are available promptly. They are summarised clearly in a paper in a way that enables 

the recipients of the results to incorporate the results easily into the subsequent decision-

making process. 

4.3 Process citizens' input, explain use of results and  provide information on 
follow-up 

The results of the citizen participation are passed on to the relevant recipients and 

incorporated into later decision-making as laid down at the start of the participation process. 
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The outcome is communicated to the citizens in a feedback paper which describes in detail 

whether and how the results of the participation are being used. Reasons are given for use 

and for non-use of the results. If possible, information is also given on subsequent decision-

making processes and their outcomes. 

4.4 Evaluate the participation procedure 

After the participation procedure is concluded, the responsible division in the BMU evaluates 

it based on the guidelines. If the procedure had any special characteristics, for instance the 

use of new formats, the option of a more in-depth, scientific evaluation should be considered. 
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