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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
 In the traditional planning approach, professionals carry out almost all activities 
starting from problem identification to plan formulation by themselves with very little or no 
consideration of the views of beneficiaries and other stakeholders. Consultations with other 
stakeholders are occasionally incorporated in the process. However, in the event of 
consultation with others, professionals tend to be strongly defensive about their own views 
and in most cases those views are subsequently upheld with little cognizance of other 
stakeholders’ views.  Professionals analyze (huge volumes of) data (mostly quantitative or 
numeric) to identify problems from their professional perspective. After data analysis, they 
undertake another round of exercise to find a “solution” to those problems usually through 
some kind of modeling.  
  
 A flaw in this type of approach is that analysis of some numeric values in itself may 
not be sufficient to identify problems or desired actions to address them.  Professionals 
normally apply their own value judgment in interpreting the results to identify problems, 
which may not necessarily be the ones perceived by the real beneficiaries. Furthermore, even 
if a problem is rightly identified, quantitative data may not capture or reveal all the 
complexities that may exist surrounding a problem. 
 
 In a participatory approach on the other hand, regardless of the method of actual 
participation, a large volume of qualitative data in plain text format as well as numeric or 
quantitative data can be generated which tell about people’s views, desires, priorities, and can 
also provide much deeper insights into the complexities involved. These data from public 
participation form the basis of problem identification and subsequent plan preparation or policy 
formulation to address them. The tools and techniques of analyzing quantitative data are highly 
developed and are widely known to professionals. The body of literature is very rich in these 
areas and a wide variety of application softwares are also readily available.  Compared with this, 
in relative terms much less effort has gone into the development of tools and techniques for 
analysis of qualitative data, synthesis of findings and using those in plan preparation and policy 
formulation.  As indicated earlier, Part II of this publication makes an effort in these areas. 
   
 There are tools for the processing and analysis of qualitative data that may be generated 
from a public participation process. However, not all of them are suitable for analyzing data in a 
manner that permits their direct utilization in planning, policy formulation or for some other 
decision-making purposes. In this publication, two suitable analytic tools namely, the problem 
tree and the objectives tree are outlined, which can be appropriately used for these purposes. 
These tools are: 
 

1) Complementary to each other; 
2) Based on systematic structured formats, the logic of which is easily understood; 
3) Clearly shows the logic of decision-making; 
4) Suitable for handling public participation data in text format; 
5) Widely used by many national and international agencies; 
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Figure 3.    An overall process of analysis and synthesis of findings 
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Figure 4.   Transformation of inputs into outputs from a systems view 
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significantly differ. If the indicated causal relationships (hypotheses) are proved right and strong, 
links clearly identify the areas for improving sector performance.   
 
 Once the causal links and their significance of influence are verified by suitable empirical 
studies, stakeholder consultation, past experience, expert knowledge, expert systems or by any 
other means, planners can clearly understand the cause and effect chain and know the premise on 
which planning and investment decisions need to be taken.  The links would also clearly show 
the point and type of intervention (enhanced capacity, changes in policy and regulatory regimes 
or human and financial investments, etc.) that may be made at each level to manipulate the 
system or sector performance in question. 
 
Constructing a problem tree 
 
 In constructing a problem tree it is important to decide a starting point.  A start can be 
made either at some identified system performance problem or the desire to improve a 
particular performance situation by exploiting an existing or emerging opportunity. For 
example, decreasing quality of public transport services, increasing level of congestion, 
insufficient capacity of infrastructure, delays in transshipment at border crossings, high costs 
of transport logistics etc., could all be identified as sector or system performance problems 
and thus each of them may be a starting point. Likewise, how an existing unused railway 
capacity can be exploited to enhance performance may also be a starting point. The pertinent 
point is that the identified problem condition must be directly linked to some immediate 
deficiencies in system outputs i.e. deliverable physical goods and services that could be 
linked in turn to other intermediate level output deficiencies and ultimately to deficiencies in 
policy conditions and inputs. If a problem situation cannot be directly linked to some system 
outputs, it is probably an impact of some other system problem and thus may not be 
appropriate to consider as a central problem to start with. 
 
 Once a starting point is decided, the actual process of tree construction is quite simple but 
could be lengthy. For a small group of participants, visualization techniques can be used to 
develop a problem tree.   A facilitator can guide the process.  Short statements about problem 
conditions (and their causes) can be written on cards (one problem on one card) and then cards 
could be gradually arranged and rearranged around the central problem following the structure 
shown in figure 5.  One advantage of using cards is that the position of a card can be easily 
rearranged (horizontally or vertically) to show linkages with problem conditions on other cards 
as they are discovered in the process. 
 
 For a large group of participant, a direct interactive process as outlined above may not be 
convenient or practical.  In this situation all participant can identify problems and their causes 
through a predetermined process (for example, social survey or focus group meetings).  Later, all 
individual statements can be categorized by their area of focus (congestion, pollution, accident 
etc.), type (problem or solution) and by other criteria, possibly by using some database or spread 
sheet software.  Box 2 provides an example of such statements made by the participants of the 
aforementioned ESCAP study in Bangkok, Thailand. These statements were rebooted to 
problems of pedestrian traffic in the study area. Once the problem conditions related to a 
particular central problem are all identified, they can be written on separate cards in the form of 
short sentences and proceeded further as before. 
 



Box 2.   Stakeholders’ references (some examples) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Limitations of the tool 
 
 The vertical nature of the problem tree has some major limitations in application of this 
tool.  The tree shows hierarchy of problems in a vertical fashion with no horizontal linkages, 
which could be far from the reality. This limitation becomes more apparent when systems at 
higher levels are involved. For example, when problems of city-wide transportation of a large 
city are considered many sub-systems with complicated cause and effect interrelationships 
between themselves and other non-transport systems are involved.  It could be too simplistic and 
perhaps unrealistic to define all of those interrelationships through a simple tree model as 
provided in figure 5.  Identification of the linkages itself could prove difficult owing to intricate 
cause and effects interrelationships among a large number of subsystems. When a large number 
of cause and effects with many of them having cyclical interrelationships are discovered, it 
becomes difficult to identify policy changes and resource inputs that may be required to address 
them. The problem tree would then look like an open-ended diagram, which could still be helpful 
to understanding the linkages between problems but the outcome may not be directly suitable for 
planning or project development purposes. However, when problems at the sub-systems level 
(say, bus transport, pedestrian circulation in an area or parking), or transport problems of a 
smaller part of the city are considered they may be more suitable for analysis by applying the 
graphical framework given in  figure 5. 
 

 
040303 Footpaths should be improved to be more beautiful and convenient. 
040303 Improve pavement to promote walking instead of using cars and there should be
                   activities in communities for public participation. 
050102       Make this area a "walking area".  No cars will be allowed except buses. Move the
                    central market out. This will help solve the traffic and environmental problems. 
070310       Houses and buildings should not be built near the street in order to have more space
                   for people to walk and to grow trees.  
070509       Establish car free zones to allow easy flow of people and have many kinds of
                   activities together. 
100101       Prepare a useful and clear city plan for this area.  Promote entering this area by foot
                   and improve pavement and provide a lot of tourist facilities such as toilets and
                   souvenir shops. 
120103       Construct more walkways. 
020503       Go by foot if it's not too far. 
021001       Keep pavement always clean. 
060208       Walking streets have the atmosphere of the old city with a walkway along the river,
                   coffee shop, shops and places for relaxing which are peaceful.  
E100109    It would be nice if arrangements could be made to allow tourists and pedestrians to
                   enjoy walking in this area, and create bicycle routes and parks.  I know this would
                   not be feasible for the whole of Bangkok. But for Rattanakosin, considering its
                   tourist attractions, it is worth to try. 
022205       Environmental condition should be improved e.g. planting more trees that will give
                   more shade to the city and make the air cleaner. 
150109       Trees should be planted along the roads especially along Rajadamnern Avenue. 
070510       Increase public parks alongside of the Chao Phraya River.  Increase green areas.
                   Conserve old houses and buildings 
040303       There should be basic infrastructure for pedestrians e.g. phone booths, trash bins,
                   and streetlights. 
022402       There should be public drink fountains and toilets in crowded areas. 
020601       Provide enough garbage bins at the right spots for tourists’ convenience. 
 
Source:  ESCAP, 2001. Op. Cit. 
Note: The number at the beginning of each statement is an identification code for the respondent. 
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relative importance of the selected criteria. 
 

The next step in the process is to determine scores for all actions/options based on 
their assessed performance against each of the selected criteria. It needs to be mentioned here 
that the multi-criteria alternative choice evaluation technique by itself does not make any 
evaluation of individual options against any of the selected criteria. It is just an aggregation 
methodology for combining separate evaluation results.  Those evaluations have to be 
undertaken separately before undertaking the multi-criteria alternative choice evaluation. For 
example, where applicable cost-benefit analysis, environmental impact analysis or such 
evaluations have to be undertaken anyway.  

 
The assessment of each alternative action based on their evaluation outcomes against 

any of the selected criteria could be made subjectively considering past experience, expert 
opinion or some quantitative estimates of benefits from the action. Score of each option is 
based on its assessment of performance on a chosen scale of say, 1 to 10 meaning very poor 
to excellent. For example, if economic evaluation of an intervention shows an internal rate of 
return or EIRR at 24 per cent, which may be considered as a high rate return and accordingly 
a score of 8 out of 10 may be given by experts.  

 
The score against each criterion is then multiplied by the weight of the criterion to get 

weighted score of the intervention against that particular criterion.  Addition of weighted 
scores for an intervention gives its aggregate score. This process is repeated to get the 
aggregate scores for all interventions. The aggregate scores clearly show the relative merits 
of each of the alternative actions against the selected set of criteria.  

 
Finally, the interventions or alternative actions can be ranked based on their weighted 

aggregate scores.   
 

 
II.   PREPARATION OF DETAILED PLANS AND PROJECT DEVELOPMENT 

   
 After making choices for alternative improvements to enhance sector performance, 
preparation of detailed plans and project development are relatively straightforward. Detailed 
plans can be formulated from an objective tree and available information which was collected in 
the process of constructing the problem and objective trees. Plans can be formulated through 
elaboration of positive objective conditions of an objective tree in a plain text format, perhaps 
with some complementary graphics (for example, a location map, graphs, diagrams or 
photographs) where needed. A typical plan, in simple terms, is nothing but a set of decisions 
arrived through a systematic decision-making process to achieve certain desired objectives. It 
may have the following components:  

 
1) Title of the plan (which should indicate its subject and purpose); 
2) Background and current situation; 
3) Major issues and problems that need to be addressed; 
4) Proposed actions or interventions; 
5) Relationship to previous plans and other plans under implementation; 
6) Expected impacts and results; 
7) Beneficiary groups;  
8) Activities to be undertaken; 
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9) Authority, groups, alliances responsible for implementation; 
10) External factors, constraints, prerequisites, and risks and assumptions; 
11) Monitoring indicators and evaluation; 
12) Relationship of the plan to other actions; 
13) Required further studies or investigations; 
14) Resource inputs required. 

 
 The substantive contents of most of these components can be directly taken or derived 
from the six basic steps explained in Section II. For example, outcomes of the situation 
analysis will provide the contents of background and current situation and the problem tree 
will provide the contents of major issues and problems that need to be addressed. However, 
some further elaborations and complementary information to substantiate the text of the 
contents of the above plan components may also be required.  Examples of contents of the 
above components (except resource inputs) may be found in the ESCAP study on a pilot 
project in Bangkok, which was mentioned earlier. It may be mentioned here that resource 
input requirements could be some rough estimates. Details and more accurate estimates are 
necessary at the project development stage.  
 
 

III.   CONCLUSION 
 
 There is a definite need as well as demand for public participation in planning and 
policy development processes.  Public participation can help to make these processes all-
inclusive by taking into consideration the views and needs of different groups in society, it 
can also assist in achieving sustainable development.  Considering their benefits to society, 
participatory approaches to planning and policy formulation should be practiced at all levels 
and in all sectors. Although there are arguments against public participation and participatory 
approaches, these are primarily problems of appropriate institutional arrangement for their 
practice, proper assignment of roles for different stakeholders, and adoption of effective 
participatory techniques.  
 
 When participatory approaches are considered for the first time in a governmental 
organization, an important step in the process is to obtain the support of its civil service to 
bring changes in organizational culture in order to institutionalize the new practice.  “New” 
approaches and processes invariably meet with resistance, especially when they appear to 
challenge the traditional roles of policy advisors, technical advisors, professionals and other 
administrators. Consequently, there is a need to build the confidence of the civil service that 
the processes are designed to strengthen their ability to deliver services to their clients.  Part 
of this confidence-building step is the training of civil servants in the use of the new 
approaches and methods.  Such training can act as a means of demonstrating how effective 
the participatory approaches can be and in clearly demonstrating that the professional skills 
of civil servants are not being undermined but are utilized in a different way than was done 
previously. 
 
 However, it is important to note that capacity building of professionals alone would 
not be sufficient to practice participatory approaches. The practice of participatory 
approaches can be expected to affect the existing organizational culture and practice across 
the board. In order to meet the likely resistance in introducing participatory approaches, the 
required changes in existing organizational culture and practice need to be formalized before 
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the new approaches to planning and policy development can be successfully implemented.  
  

These changes in organizational culture and practice may not be expected to happen 
by themselves nor could they be expected to be welcome by everybody, particularly in a 
situation when the values of democracy are yet to be widely shared. Strong political will 
would be needed to overcome these constraints in introducing the institutional changes.  If 
development is seen as part of social change as a whole, the intended outcomes of a planning 
or policy formulation process should not remain confined within the limits of any 
organization as in a traditional development process, where the public generally do not have 
any direct role – either in planning or in plan implementation.  It must be recognized that 
people themselves constitute tremendous resources in the development process in many ways 
– through their physical, intellectual and information inputs as well as political and social 
support. These are, however, potential resources that are not readily available unless a 
mechanism to harness them are in place.  Participatory approaches can be viewed as a 
mechanism to harness these potential resources of the people by the people themselves to 
meet their own needs and aspirations. 




