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1. INTRODUCTION

In spatial and in environmental policy making communication is a subject that
gets more and more attention. Governments have to inform the people about
existing plans, but communication is also used as an instrument to implement
certain plans, like nature conservation plans, or — and this is quite another
function — to formulate such a plan in interaction with societal groups.

We will discuss the place of communication in policy processes in general,
with special attention to the Dutch experiences. Historically, the Dutch have
solved their problems by talking. There has been a search for compromise and
consensus. Consultation and co-operation have been more common than hard
negotiation (Hemerijck, 1993). This tendency encourages a climate in which
public communication flourishes. We will look at the main tendencies, making a
distinction between three functions of communication: (1) the use of
communication as a product of policy as part of a policy mix, that is as an
instrument used together with other instruments, such as regulations or taxes in
order to influence the attitude and behaviour of the community; (2) the use of
communication to improve policy processes in order to create a more effective
policy, mainly by interaction with those target groups which are most affected;
we will call this: policy as a product of communication; (3) the use of com-
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munication as an essential element of governance, not directly oriented to
a fixed policy product, but more generally to societal problem solving. In this
case government fulfils its function in collaboration with olher actors. We will
call this: policy as communication.

In this article we will elaborate on these three functions drawing upon
several studies concerning the integration of communication in policy processes
(cf. Aarts and Woerkum, 1994; Poel and Woerkum, 1994; Molder, 1995) as well
as upon current discussions in the Netherlands in this respect. We will start with
a critical evaluation of the notion of communication as a product of policy.

2. COMMUNICATION AS A PRODUCT OF POLICY

Communication can be used by a government deliberately to change people’s
perceptions, attitudes or behaviour. This objective goes further than just
informing people and raises many questions about the democratic aspects of
such use (cf. Weiss and Tschirhart, 1994). Critics often stress the danger when
governments, via campaigns, attempt to influence the outcome of public dis-
cussion or to interfere with political processes (Katus and Beets, 1985).
Officially, in the Netherlands, the instrumental use of communication is
restricted to policy that has been discussed and assessed in parliament, or to
policy of a noncontroversial kind, without moral or ethical consequences. But in
the case of town-planning in Amsterdam, where nature-values were affected by
the development of a new housing district, the official communication, going
together with a referendum, was explicitly pro houses, and in the eyes of the
nature conservationists: anti-nature.

In the international literature this function has been discussed by several
authors. Hood referred to ‘nodality’, that “works on your knowledge and
attitude” (Hood, 1983: 7), Weiss and Tschirhart raised issues about ‘public
information’ to shape public attitudes, values or behaviour in the hope of
effecting some desirable social outcomes (Weiss and Tschirhart, 1994: 82), and
Doern referred to ‘exhortation’ (cf. Howlett, 1991: 11).

How communication is positioned in the policy mix depends on how its
function is viewed relative to other instruments (Linder and Peters, 1989:
Salamon, 1989 and, in the Netherlands: Glasbergen, 1992 or Bressers and Klok,
1988). Let us begin with a model that highlights the differences between a set of
basic instruments (figure 1).
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Fig. 1. Planned behaviour and policy instruments

We have chosen to restrict ourselves to those situations in which the
behaviour of people is (part of) the solution to societal problems (Green and
Kreuter, 1991). In this view, regulation is seen not as a way to codify existing
practices, but as an instrument to change the behaviour of people, to facilitate
that change. The physical environment can stimulate a certain behaviour, for
example: playing grounds for children, recreation areas, museums, learning
facilities. It can also hinder undesirable behaviour, for example: fences around
valuable natural sites or roadblocks. Group pressure can be an important
strategy to involve target groups in a policy program. Money can be used as an
incentive (subsidies) or as a disincentive (taxes).

Communication is depicted in two positions. It can be used as an instrument
on its own, for example, in the case of campaigns on specific issues (Windahl
and Signitzer, 1992; Rice and Atkin, 1989; Rogers and Storey, 1987; Weiss and
Tschirhart, 1994). It is probably more useful, however, to analyse
communication as a supportive instrument. This position receives less attention
in the literature but is much more common in practice.

Most plans in the reality of environmental and spatial policy consist of
a combination of instruments. They encompass regulation, facilities (like roads,
watersupply, etc.) and financial measures. Communication can be applied: (1) to
inform people about these plans, (here: supposing that they are assessed by the
parliament or other representative bodies); (2) to make people accept these plans
and (3) to manage a smoothful implementation.

An example of the specific communicative aspects in spatial problems in the
first and second function is the use of pictures. By using pictures or computer-
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-animations citizens are told what will be the end result. Interesting is the point
in what respect these pictures are ‘real’ or ‘manipulated’. Communication
experts are increasingly aware of the ‘constructional’ part of pictures.

An example of the third function is the communication about the use of
a certain area. People have to stay on footpaths in vulnerable areas or they have
to drive carefully in housing districts, where many children play.

Interesting 1s also the point that the policy plan itself has a symbolic
meaning. A law is a message and can be studied in that way (Witteveen et al.,
1992) and especially in matters of nature conservation many citizens, and
certainly many farmers, are inclined to react negatively, for the very reason that
such intervention takes place. These plans undermine their feelings that they are
responsible persons, able to look after their own environment (Aarts and
Woerkum, 1994).

For these reasons, it seems a logical idea that a government communicator is
consulted during the process of policy making from the very beginning. He/she
should not be invited only at the end to communicate what has already been
resolved. This approach, described as “decide, announce and defend” (Wolsink,
1990) is still very common, but it often results in an impossible mission (Aarts
and Woerkum, 1994; Meegeren, 1995). The intended messages that are sent to
the community eventually are unable to compensate for the unintended mess-
ages, the (negative) communicative consequences, of the chosen plan. Therefore
a more interactive approach of government communication, including a wider
awareness of the importance of participation of ‘target groups’ will be
suggested.

3. POLICY AS A PRODUCT OF COMMUNICATION

In order to explain what we mean by this description, we have to step back and
analyse, from a more theoretical viewpoint, what communication in an instru-
mental approach really means. In the problems we have then to confront. we
will find the basic ideas for a new orientation. In the Netherlands, many po icy
scientists, as well as government communicators, are confronted with cer 1iin
limitations deriving from the instrumental approach and consequently re
thinking along the same lines (Roon and Middel, 1993; Leeuwis, 1993).
Theoretically, an interventionist approach resembles a so-called stimulus-
-response scheme. In this scheme, a desirable reaction is the product of optimal
interventions. In the case of communication, we imagine an effect created by
well-structured messages and based on analyses of communicative
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predispositions, for example the interests of an individual, his/her attitudes or
previous knowledge.

In such a scheme, certain aspects that influence the process of acceptance
are consequently underrated. We will select three aspects that are crucial in
understanding what goes wrong so often if communication 1s analysed in this
way.

Firstly, we tend to deny the relationship aspect. An important prerequisite
for effective communication is the credibility of a sender (Lewicki et al., 1996).
People have to trust the intentions of a government — that it will deal with their
interests in a responsible way. This credibility is not only shaped by
communication activities, but also by the functioning of government as
a whole, how a government acts, by an evaluation of policy products, and the
policy process behind these products. It directs our attention to processes of
image construction.

Secondly, we tend to deny the historical dimension. A message is not a part
of one isolated communicative event, as a mechanistic interpretation of
a communication model (““a sender constructs a message and reaches a receiver
via a medium, creating an effect”) could suggest. It is a part of a long series of
communicative actions (intended or not) over time, but also over different
policy domains. What is separated in the institutional bureaucracy of a govern-
ment, with its strict divisions between different policy fields (health, education,
land use planning, transport, etc.), comes together in the head of an individual.
This forces us to think about the total impression a government produces over a
period of time.

Thirdly, we easily overlook the way citizens perceive societal problems —
how they define it, how they think about solutions and which (active) role they
see for themselves. We tend to treat a certain policy product as given. For this
solution, awareness has to be created and acceptance has to be gained. Citizens
must change. They have to adapt their ideas to the ideas of a government.
Government organisations are mostly confident about the way they define
problems and solutions. Their reports are based upon (scientific) inquiries, and
discussed at length in the political government arena. For governments, it is
difficult to accept that a totally different approach to the same problem is
possible. Wagemans makes therefore a distinction between the field domain and
the official domain (Wagemans, 1987). Governments are not ‘reflective’, in the
sense that they feel that others can depart from quite another rationality. This
reflective mind has to be developed to make a government more responsive to
its environment. '

We could ask ourselves how this narrowness in the outlook of policy
makers, which gives rise to so many acceptance problems, can exist.
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One important explanation is the tendency towards ‘self-referentiality’ that
1s common in all bureaucracies, even in the field of communication. This is
similar to McQuail’s conclusions from studies on how journalists refer to their
own working environment, compared with the audience:

.. mass communicators frequently are not in the business of communication, and when
they are, they are not necessarily communicating to the audience as normally conceived...
(McQuail, 1975: 177).

This old phenomenon is now studied from different perspectives, such as the
theory of autopoieses (Maturana and Varela, 1989; Veld er al., 1992).

The tendency of governments not to stay in contact with citizens has several
reasons. One of the most important explanations is the fact that in the political
process the individual citizen is often not represented. For instance, in the field
of environmental problems, the Dutch political system reacts easily to the large,
influential Dutch environmental movement. An enormous flow of regulation is
the result, directed towards different target groups, that were not involved in the
political process and whose views were therefore underrepresented by political
parties. Political parties represent the active citizens and strongly organised
interests rather than the ordinary subjects of policy. Herein lies a major cause of
image problems, ill-understood effects of a cumulation of policy products over
time, differing rationalities in the way of dealing with problems, and eventually
for a low acceptance which can not be corrected adequately by communication
at the end of a policy process.

To overcome these problems a wide array of recommendations could be
formulated. We will confine ourselves to our area of competence and look at
communication as one of the disciplines by which government organisations can
operate more effectively, that is, can develop a more acceptable policy.
Therefore, we have to adopt another perspective, in which communication is no
longer considered as one of the products of policy, but rather the other way
around: policy is a product of communication. By this, we do not mean the
process of elections. This phenomenon is given a lot of attention, by scientists
and others, but does not reflect of course democratic processes at any suffic 2nt
level.

To fulfil his role in this perspective, a government communicator must be
able to take into account four important principles, which are essential for an
effective communicative approach.

Firstly, the policy in question must be open, at least during the initial stages
of the process of policy development. With fixed problem definitions and
solutions, the general public cannot be seriously involved (cf. Weiss, 1989).
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There has to be room for alternatives — for completely new ways of creating
results.

Secondly, the information that is delivered by the government must be
easily understood. This obvious criterion is difficult to meet in practice, if we
look at existing information habits. Policy makers often are incapable of talking
about a problem in terms that people can put into their own words. They are
limited to speaking according to their own rationality, which can differ
considerably from the rationality of non-policy makers. This holds true certainly
in the field of spatial and environment policy, where often experts are
dominating the discussion.

Thirdly, the policy process must be organised to be interactive, not just at
some fixed moments, but continuously — from the very beginning to the end of
the process. Only in this way people can be involved and a sufficient level of
understanding and commitment can be created. Understandability and
interaction have to compensate for the uncertainties that inevitably arise from
greater flexibility. Only in this way can a government learn to think in terms of
the rationality of the target groups.

Lastly, special effort has to be made to realise social learning processes
between different groups in society. Such learning processes should be directed
in such a way that people: (1) understand their own problem; (2) understand the
problem of other people involved; and (3) recognise that problem solution is
only possible in conjunction with all groups involved, because of given
interdependencies. For example, facilitating learning processes between
farmers, nature conservationists and policy makers in order to realise regional
nature-related policy turns out to be fruitful, at least with respect to the
acceptance of the (jointly developed) policy by all groups involved (Woerkum
and Aarts, 1995).

This approach is an answer to failure in conflict resolution in government as
well as in society (Bennet and Howlett, 1992). Traditionally, interactive policy
making has meant negotiating between government and special interest groups.
The best result we can hope to achieve from this is a compromise which,
although a measure of agreement has been reached on a certain level, no-one is
really satisfied with. A better alternative then is to involve different parties in
social learning processes, through which they can gain an appreciation of why
the other actor is talking in a certain way, and through which they can look
together for new solutions.
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4. POLICY AS COMMUNICATION

Building on the above concepts, we can arrive at a completely new field of
action for government communicators. Rather than being concerned about
government processes resulting in a fixed policy, they would be concerned with
problem solving without government intervention. The role of government in
this instance is no longer to regulate, but to stimulate, to facilitate or to mediate
(Hanf and Koppen, 1993). The conviction is growing that governance by talking
and bringing people together is a more useful alternative than regulation from
a central point. This view reflects not only Dutch thinking but also wider
general tendencies (Weiss, 1990; Blackburn, 1988). It relates very much to
policy network management (Kickert, 1993; Fiirst and Kilper, 1995).

A number of actions can be taken towards achieving this goal. One is to
stimulate a communicative infrastructure around certain subjects, for example,
environmental problems in agriculture. Governments can subsidise journals or
conferences. Another activity for government communicators is mediating
between different actors in order to get the latter involved in negotiation
processes. Recently, a lot of literature has been produced precisely on this topic
(cf. Réling, 1994; Roling and Wagemakers, 1998; Aarts, 1998; Engel, 1995). In
the Netherlands, several experiments on regional planning have been based on
these ideas. Also in the field of environmental problems, agreements on
different subjects are being made between the strong environmental movement
and industry (Hanf and Koppen, 1993; Veld er al., 1992).

It is too early to evaluate (from a communicative viewpoint) the outcome of
these activities. There might be potentials as well as risks. On the one hand, if
societal actors are talking with each other because they realise that they depend
on the other to reach their goals, they will learn about the rationality behind the
opinions or claims of the other party. If adequately coached this can increase the
feeling of mutual trust and respect and can eventually lead to shared decision-
-making. In this way, society is fulfilling its role without the expensive and
often ill-considered regulation by a government. The role of a government is
then restricted to facilitation, by bringing actors together, providing them with
reliable information, and by stimulating communication among the general
public. On the other hand, we cannot ignore risks because responsibilities may
be unclear, or decisions may not be made within an acceptable time-limit, both
leading to a lack of any concrete result.

Writers in the field of ‘mediation’ are often quite optimistic about the
possibility of consensus formation, the creation of win-win situations and of
good learning processes (cf. Engel, 1995). Whether they are right or wrong has,
however, yet to be determined through careful evaluation of the experiments
that are occurring.
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5. THEORY AND PRACTICE

According to one of our studies, government communicators are willing to
change their roles (Poel and Woerkum, 1994). In the 1980s many of them made
the move from an informative role to a more instrumental role, in the
implementation of policy programs. Now, they are seriously considering the
new challenge of making a government more ‘communicative’.

Are they, however, able to change existing practices, which are rooted in so
many fixed government procedures, and shaped by policy makers over many
years? Of course not! This shift calls for a new view of the role of the state in
solving societal issues. This will need to be developed by other professionals as
well, and must be backed by policy science.

A new role for government communicators requires a new communication
methodology. The common way of dealing with the public has been to distribute
information to them directly, or to develop campaigns. Now the way back has to
be discovered, but not in the naive sense of the 1970s (‘hearings’). Then,
discussions which took place outside of government were not actually
incorporated in the policy making process, resulting in a frustrated, or a passive
community. Unless a ministry is truly ‘reflective’ and responsive, any
interaction is quite worthless. Moreover interaction can be used strategically in
an instrumental approach with its inherent pitfalls, such as a loss of credibility.
Therefore, the interaction between government and the community should be
developed along three interconnected lines: (1) the external-internal
communication (‘bringing people in’); (2) the internal communication (“discus-
sing how to adapt the content of policy to different interests and rationalities™)
and (3) the internal-external communication (*“how to inform people of existing
ideas”). Without the second track, the first track does not make sense.

We shall not elaborate on the new methods that are available. We could
think about the prospects of tele-democracy, the wuse of interactive
communication via Internet or about the communicative handling of network
formation. Methods are important but deserve special treatment.

The proposed role also requires another position for communication
specialists within an organisation. In the Netherlands, there is a lot of debate on
this subject (line or staff management), inside or outside of a ministerial
organisation. An important aspect is the integration of their work in the process
of policy making. This means regular meetings with other specialists such as
architects, technicians and financial experts, during the policy process, where
they bring in the communicative consequences of decisions, derived from
knowledge about the life-worlds of involved actors of society.
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Communication, in this respect, can be compared with another instrument,
money. Like money, communication is a part of all governmental action. Just as
one can improve the financial base of future policy, by spending money in a
responsible way, one can improve the communicative base for future policy, by
taking into account the communicative consequences of governmental activities.
This communicative base can be called trust or credibility. By enlarging the
realm of trust, governments will be able to influence society in a more symbolic
way, in a better balance with regulations or financial measures. It is common
that financial experts pressure on what will happen in policy making.
Communication experts have to get a same position in governments, guarding
the trust-base and improving the overall effectivity of governmental activities.
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