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CHAPTER 1 
 

 

General introduction 
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1.1 Introduction  
 

This thesis investigates the role of research1 in policy processes in the competing claims 

context of natural resource management and sustainable development. The study is based on 

a sequential case-study approach that consists of two case studies. The first case study on 

Room for the River in the Netherlands is exploratory and based on the reconstruction of the 

policy process that led to the depoldering2 of an agricultural area in the west of the country. 

The policy reconstruction was carried out in collaboration with representatives from 

different stakeholder groups. The study reveals key drivers that influence the ôspaceõ that 

research can create for groups of stakeholders, and how that space is captured during 

different phases in the policy processes.  

 

These key drivers were studied in more detail during the second case study on the policy 

debate on biofuel sustainability in Mozambique. This part of the research is more action-

oriented in terms of the role of the research and the roles of the researcher in the policy 

process. The second case study includes studies that describe and explain biofuel 

developments in Mozambique from an interdisciplinary, multiscale and multilevel 

perspective. The findings resulting from these studies served as input for exploring and 

designing a policy framework for biofuel sustainability in a multi-stakeholder context. This 

provided the basis for analysing the dynamics at the research-policy interface, and what kind 

of research approaches and researchersõ roles may enhance the contribution of research to 

policy processes in competing claims contexts.  

 

This first chapter provides a general introduction and background to the thesis. Only the 

main theories and concepts are elaborated, as each empirical chapter is embedded in a 

specific scientific debate. Subsequently, the general research objective and research questions 

are presented, followed by the research approach and the thesis outline. 

 

1.2 Contexts of competing claims 
 

Natural resource management and sustainable development questions lie at the heart of many 

local, national and international disputes (Giller et al., 2008). One of the reasons is that 

natural resources have characteristics (limited quantity, increasingly scarce, extractability, 

culturally defined meaning and unevenly distributed) that give rise to people having 

competing claims on those natural resources (Cloke and Park, 1985 p. 60). The notion of 

competing claims is increasingly relevant, both in so-called developing and developed 

countries. In competing claims contexts typically: ò[F]acts are uncertain, values in dispute, 

stakes high and decisions urgentó (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1993 p. 744). This can easily lead 

                                                      
1 This includes the role of the ôresearcherõ. In this thesis, I use ôresearchõ and ôresearcher(s)õ, unless 

quoting colleagues who refer to ôscienceõ or ôscientist(s)õ. Reasons for this are elaborated in Section 1.3. 
2 Depoldering can best be described as returning a piece of reclaimed land (a polder) to the sea or river. 



General introduction 

3 

to distributive negotiations3 and conflict in relation to the management and use of natural 

resources.  

 

Contexts of competing claims are characterised by the involvement of a multiplicity of 

stakeholders, and competing claims problems are often embedded in dynamics that exceed 

different scales (e.g. spatial scale and administrative scales) and the different levels on those 

scales (Giller et al., 2008). Furthermore, competing claims problems are often surrounded by 

uncertainty and multidimensional which makes them highly complex. Below, the main 

characteristics of  are elaborated.  

 

1.2.1 Multi -stakeholder and institutional dynamics 

 

The involvement of multiple stakeholders and the different organisations and institutions 

they represent is one of the key features of problems in competing claims contexts 

(Koppenjan and Klijn, 2004; Spielman et al., 2009). Following the definition by McNie (2007 

p. 19), stakeholders are: ò[I]ndividuals or groups with a vested interest in the outcome of a 

decision and can include just about anyone, e.g., scientists, citizens, farmers, resource 

managers, business, politicians, and the like.ó Stakeholders can participate as policymakers in 

the policy arena, but can also be positioned outside or be (strategically) excluded from the 

policy arena.  

 

Stakeholder participation in policy processes has become an established way of addressing 

complex natural resource management problems and is perceived as a critical success factor 

for sustainable development (Opdam et al., 2007; Steyaert et al., 2007). However, the 

involvement of many stakeholders and their multiplicity of ð often legitimate ð perceptions 

and interests also complicate policy processes. It may delay taking action, as it is often 

impossible to identify a single best solution or correct approach for the problem at stake.  

 

Furthermore, stakeholder perceptions, behaviour and actions are embedded in institutional 

dynamics such as formal legislation and policy, and the more informal ôrules of the gameõ (cf. 

World Bank, 2006a; Klerkx, 2008). Stakeholders tend to act strategically rather than 

collaboratively, resulting in multi-stakeholder processes becoming òarenas of struggleó 

(Leeuwis, 2000 p. 946). In such situations, stakeholders may end up investing more energy in 

defending their positions, or making sure that other stakeholders in the process do not gain 

or win, rather than investing in developing sustainable policy solutions (see also: van Eeten, 

1999). Consequently, exploring and designing solutions to competing claims problems 

requires innovative institutional arrangements and an enabling environment for change (cf. 

Regeer et al., 2009). 

 

  
                                                      
3 Aarts and van Woerkum (1999 p. 39) discuss distributive and integrative negotiations. Distributive 

negotiations refer to negotiations that are characterised by struggle and conflict (win-lose), whereas 

integrative negotiations focus on joint learning and fact finding and tend to be more harmonious 

(win -win) (see also: Pruitt and Carnevale, 1993). 
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1.2.2 Multiscale and multilevel dynamics  

 

A second key feature of competing claims contexts is that problems are embedded in, and 

shaped by interactions that exceed different scales and different levels on those scales. 

According to Gibson et al. (2000 p. 218), scales are: òThe spatial, temporal, quantitative, or 

analytical dimensions used to measure and study any phenomenon.ó Termeer et al. (2010 p. 1) 

describe levels as: ò[T]he units of analysis that are located at different positions on a scale.ó 

Well -known scales are the spatial and temporal scales, but scales can also be more 

institutional or administrative. For example, the ôspatial scaleõ is an example of a ôscale,õ 

whereas ôlocal,õ ôsubnational,õ ônational,õ ôregionalõ and ôinternationalõ are the ôunits of analysisõ 

or ôlevelsõ within that scale. Cash et al. (2006 p. 2-4 emphasis changed) add that: òôCross-levelõ 

interactions refer to interactions among levels within a scale, whereas ôcross-scaleõ means 

interactions across different scales [é]ó and that: òôMultilevelõ is used to indicate the presence 

of more than one level, and ômultiscaleõ the presence of more than one scale, but without 

implying that there are important cross-level or cross-scale interactions.ó 

 

In the light of globalisation, there is increasing awareness that solutions to complex problems 

need to be explored by going beyond the level of country, region and continent (climate 

change is probably the most used example). In line with what was described in Section 1.2.1, 

this multiscale and multilevel awareness has substantially increased the number of 

stakeholders in policy processes in competing claims contexts, and, in doing so, also the 

multiplicity of interests and objectives that affect the course and outcome of policy processes.  

 

Figure 1.1 visualises the interactions across levels, and how developments at one level can 

both enable and constrain developments at other levels. The top-down interactions have been 

visualised as ôstrongerõ or ômore influentialõ than the bottom-up interactions, as local 

responses are often constrained by policies and regulation developed at higher levels (Giller 

et al., 2008). In a similar fashion, developments that take place at the regional, national or 

subnational level should take into account both global forces and local forces. Consequently, 

Giller et al. (2008 p. 4) hypothesise that: ò[D]esirable change may emerge when societal 

negotiation processes in and between networks lead to a balancing of local entitlements, 

national developmental interests, and global environmental concerns with sustainable use 

strategies.ó 
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Fig. 1.1.  Multilevel interactions4 (adapted from: Giller et al., 2008 p. 5).  

 

1.2.3 Multidimensional, uncertain and dynamic over time 
 

Competing claims problems are inherently complex and multidimensional, meaning that they 

are an interplay of social-cultural, biophysical and economic, but also ð as this study will 

show ð of political and legal dimensions, which often have different meaning at different 

scales and levels (see also: Funtowicz et al., 1999). Consequently, exploring and designing 

sustainable solutions to competing claims problems cannot be successful if their dimensions 

are analysed separately. Rather, they require a holistic approach in which the dynamics 

between the different dimensions are analysed from an interdisciplinary perspective 

(Spielman et al., 2009 p. 400). Attention directed at, in particular, the political and legal 

dimension goes beyond the ð generally accepted ð definition of sustainability; that comprises 

the environmental, social and economic dimensions. It emphasises the increasing focus on 

institutional (legal) and power-related (political) drivers and how they influence the extent 

to which promising solutions can actually contribute to sustainable development.  

 

Competing claims contexts are characterised by high uncertainty. The uncertainty relates 

both to the (changing) nature of the problem at stake and to the space within which 

solutions can be explored. It makes policy processes addressing competing claims problems 

                                                      
4 Abbreviations: CGIAR: Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research; NGO: Non-

Governmental Organisation; EU: European Union; SADC: Southern African Development Community; 

NARS: National Agricultural Research Systems. 
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unpredictable and therefore unsuitable for linear policymaking procedures. Furthermore, 

exploring or designing solutions requires understanding the historical evolution of problems, 

problem definitions and stakeholder dynamics in the face of the changing competing claims 

context (Cash et al., 2003; Hekkert et al., 2007; Giller et al., 2008). In other words, temporal 

dynamics and the changing policy context need to be taken into account. 

 

1.3 Research in competing claims contexts  
 

Before discussing the role of research in competing claims contexts, I need to explain why 

this thesis studies the ôrole of researchõ in competing claims contexts, rather than the ôrole of 

scientific knowledgeõ in competing claims contexts. In the scope of this thesis, there are a 

couple of reasons for this. Firstly, I regard doing research as something that is broader than 

producing scientific knowledge. Scientific knowledge and scientific knowledge production 

form an important part of research, but doing research may also include ð amongst others ð 

developing and linking stakeholder networks or facilitating processes of change. In so doing, 

researchers fulfil different types of roles, some of which go beyond producing scientific 

knowledge. Secondly, in this thesis, I do not want to go into discussions about the differences 

between scientific knowledge, expert knowledge and lay knowledge, and their various 

combinations and subcategories. I rather see research as the process that can nurture these 

different types of knowledge, and potentially contribute to exploring the synergies between 

them.  

 

The sections below describe three schools of thought that provided the conceptual 

inspiration for developing the research objective and research questions addressed in this 

thesis. 

 

1.3.1 Towards a negotiation approach: the NE-DEED framework 
 

Although many have emphasised the distinctive contribution of research in shaping societal 

debates on natural resource management and sustainable development (cf. Haas, 2004), 

research in competing claims contexts may be prone to different types of dynamics. To use 

the words of Funtowicz and Ravetz (1993 p. 754): òIn every age, science is shaped around its 

leading problems, and it evolves with them.ó As a consequence, research in the context of 

competing claims is likely to entail the development of new research strategies (theories and 

action) that can facilitate change across different scales and levels, realised in collaboration 

with heterogeneous groups of stakeholders, and concerned with understanding the multiple 

dimensions and changing nature of the problem at stake. In order to do so, Gibbons (1999 p. 

C84) recommended that research should òleave the ivory tower and enter the agoraó to 

engage actively with society and enhance its effective contribution to describing and 

explaining real-life problems and exploring and designing feasible solutions (Giller et al., 

2008).  

 

Participatory research approaches have been promoted as a method that enables researchers 

to collaborate more closely with different types of stakeholders. Participatory approaches 
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come in different forms, but generally aim at integrating multiple perspectives and different 

types of knowledge to reach supported, sustainable and so-called win-win solutions to 

problems. Although initial problems with participatory research approaches were attributed 

to òbad practiceó (Pijnenburg, 2004 p. 15), later reflections emphasised the more fundamental 

shortcomings such as the limited attention paid to dynamics across scales and levels, power 

dynamics and conflict ð typical characteristics of competing claims contexts (cf. Leeuwis, 

2004; Giller et al., 2008). Furthermore, societal actors òtend to act strategically, rather than 

communicatively [é]ó (Leeuwis, 2000 p. 946) and should therefore not be seen as a 

homogeneous group of òpassive and obedient adoptersó of research (Giller et al., 2008 p. 2).  

 

As a response, Leeuwis (2000) proposed a shift towards positioning ônegotiationõ at the 

centre of  research approaches in competing claims contexts. In so doing, multi-stakeholder 

processes are approached as negotiation processes in which research can support 

stakeholders in negotiations or facilitate multi-stakeholder negotiation processes, but the 

research is itself also subject to negotiation (cf. Pleijte et al., 2011). Giller et al. (2008 p. 7-12) 

used this ônegotiation approachõ to develop the NE-DEED framework5 for research in 

competing claims contexts (see Figure 1.2). 

 

 

Fig. 1.2. NE-DEED framework (adapted from: Giller et al., 2008 p. 8).  

 

The approach contains four iterative analytical phases. The first two phases, Describe and 

Explain, form part of descriptive and explanatory phases of research. During these phases, 

                                                      
5 NE-DEED: NEgotiation ð Describe ð Explain ð Explore ð Design. 
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providing a historical and multidimensional perspective is key. This includes stakeholder 

analysis, the analysis of institutional dynamics, and describing and explaining interactions 

between different scales and levels in relation to the problem at stake. These phases provide 

the foundation for the Explore and Design phases in which policy scenarios and solutions can 

be developed and tested, and stakeholders negotiate and make compromises and trade-offs in 

their search for feasible solutions. Although the NE-DEED framework has been designed to 

guide research in competing claims contexts, processes of policy development often follow 

similar problem- and solution-oriented phases, usually followed by policy implementation. 

 

The NE-DEED framework can provide the basis for more action- and impact-oriented 

research, where researchers actively engage with multiple societal stakeholders in defining 

problems, and developing, testing and modifying models and solutions in the context of 

application (Gibbons, 1994; Nowotny et al., 2003). Using the NE-DEED framework may have 

several implications for research in competing claims contexts. Firstly, due to the multiplicity 

of stakeholders and their different interests, research is likely to result in: òô[W]inðwinõ 

solutions for a certain subset of stakeholders, which may at the same time be ôwinðloseõ 

solutions for other sets of stakeholdersó (Giller et al., 2008 p. 14). Secondly, and closely 

related to that, researchers need to think carefully about, on the one hand, who their clients 

are, and, on the other hand, how to remain credible and relevant to other stakeholders in the 

process (Giller et al., 2005).  

 

1.3.2 Research in policy processes in competing claims contexts 

 

In recent years, interest in the role of research in policy processes has increased considerably 

(Jasanoff, 1990; Steel et al., 2004; McNie, 2007; Pielke Jr., 2007; Boaz et al., 2009). In the 

context of this study, policy processes are perceived as the formal and informal negotiation 

processes in which research ð but also other resources ð are mobilised and used selectively 

and strategically by different (groups of) stakeholders to influence the development and 

implementation of policy.  

 

Although research often strives to provide policymakers and other stakeholders with an 

objective body of knowledge to weigh up, justify and evaluate their decisions (Ozawa, 1996), 

practice shows that many research outcomes do not reach the policy arena (Opdam, 2006), 

arrive in fundamentally different ways than intended (Klosterman et al., 2009), or are used 

strategically or selectively as a òpolitical weapon to legitimize an already advocated political 

position [é]ó (Hoppe, 2005 p. 203; see also: Burton, 2006). Such insights put question marks 

around notions of evidence-based policymaking (cf. Sanderson, 2002b) and of more research 

leading to better policy processes ("The myth of knowing" by P.H.A. Frissen, quoted in: In 't 

Veld, 2000 p. 16). In the light of the increasing complexity of environmental policy debates, 

Hessels and Lente (2008 p. 744) claim that òa reassessment of the appropriate role of [é] 

researchó is urgently needed. 

 

In response, several authors have sought to better understand what influences the effective 

contribution of research to policy processes. Cash et al. (2003) refer to credibility, legitimacy 
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and saliency as key criteria that determine the effectiveness of research in multi-stakeholder 

policy processes. In line with that, Haas (2004 p. 575) adds that research must be capable of 

òmobilizing sufficient political support,ó ògenerating solutions that can be implemented,ó and 

ògenerating solutions that are instrumental towards solving the problem for which they were 

designed.ó One critique of these responses is that such criteria are often too static and do not 

take into account the (changing) institutional and organisational policy context in which 

multiple stakeholders describe and explain policy problems, and explore and design solutions 

(Sanderson, 2002a). To use the words of Turnhout (2009 p. 450): òInstead of fixed notions of 

scientific validity, objectivity, usability and policy relevance that can be attributed to the 

quality of the [research] [é], the effectiveness [é] becomes a social matteró, where more 

subtle variables play a role.  

 

To better understand the dynamics at the research-policy interface, a variety of cross-cutting 

theories have emerged (cf. Hoppe, 2005; Tuinstra, 2007; Turnhout et al., 2008; Sterk et al., 

2009; Runhaar and van Nieuwaal, 2010). Most of these theories are concerned with the 

notion of ôboundary work,õ referring to the process of safeguarding, withdrawing and 

redefining boundaries between research and policy (cf. Jasanoff, 1990; van Buuren et al., 

2004). Hoppe (2005 p. 208) proposed òmodels of boundary arrangementsó to structure 

conceptions on the division of labour and responsibilities between research and policy. 

Turnhout and colleagues (2007 p. 224; 2008 p. 229) developed a òscience-policy typologyó 

that describes the relation between different types of policy problems (ranging from ôwell-

structuredõ to ôunstructuredõ problems), types of policy processes, and the roles of research 

and researchers. Although boundary arrangements and science-policy typologies are useful 

concepts, they present a rather static image of the role of research in policy processes in 

competing claims contexts. Both Hoppe and Turnhout and colleagues acknowledge that: 

òThe observed context dependence of science-policy interactions warrants a much more 

nuanced view on how to organise the relation between science and policyó (Turnhout et al., 

2008 p. 237). However, there is still limited understanding of the implications for research 

when ð for example ð ôwell-structuredõ policy problems become ôunstructuredõ policy 

problems or vice versa as a result of (new) research or perspectives entering the policy arena, 

unpredictable contextual changes, the entry of new stakeholders or changing power relations. 

Consequently, a key question becomes how to deal with the changing research-policy 

interface, and the multiple roles of research and researchers as policy processes in the 

competing claims contexts unfold through time. 

 

1.3.3 Solution space and space for change in policy processes 
 

As described by Villarreal (1992 p. 248): òSociety is composed of actors, thinking agents, 

capable of strategizing and finding space for manoeuvre in the situations they face and 

manipulating resources and constraints.ó Extrapolating from Villarrealõs definition, this 

implies that stakeholders are capable of continuously exploring ôspace for changeõ in policy 

processes (cf. Gaventa, 2006; Leeuwis and Aarts, 2011). Exploring and capturing space for 
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change:6 ò[I]mplies a degree of consent, a degree of negotiation and a degree of power ð not 

necessarily power stored in a given economic or political position, but the possibility of 

control, of prerogative, of a degree of authority and ability, be it front- or backstage, for 

flickering moments or for long periodsó (Villarreal, 1992 p. 256). However, spaces can also be 

of a more open character, when stakeholders are invited or expected to participate in policy 

processes, which Gaventa (2006 p. 26) calls: òinvited spaces.ó 

 

A key question then is: What is the role of research in policy processes in competing claims 

contexts in terms of its ability to create space for change or influence the space within which 

policy solutions can be developed and implemented; and for whom? Answering this question 

requires a twofold approach. Firstly, a better understanding is required of how stakeholders 

mobilise and use research to influence the course and outcome of policy processes (or 

solution space). This includes analysing power dynamics that have often been neglected in 

the practice of participatory and multi-stakeholder processes (Aarts and Leeuwis, 2010). 

Secondly, and in line with the hypotheses developed by Giller and colleagues (2008), it is 

essential to explore the potential contribution of research in terms of: (1) facilitating more 

integrative multi-stakeholder negotiation in policy processes, and the degree to which 

research and researchers in competing claims contexts are capable of addressing questions 

and uncertainties experienced by different stakeholders; (2) bringing in new perspectives 

regarding the problem at stake; and (3) facilitating bridge-building activities to explore 

solution space or space for change towards more sustainable policy solutions to competing 

claims problems.  

 

1.4 Research objective and research questions 
 

This thesis aims to contribute to a better understanding of the dynamics that influence the 

role of research in policy processes in competing claims contexts. 
 

In order to reach this objective, the following research questions are formulated:  

1. How is research mobilised and used in policy processes in competing claims contexts? 

2. What factors influence the extent to which research can create space for stakeholders 

in policy processes in competing claims contexts? 

3. What kinds of research approaches have the potential to enhance the contribution of 

research to policy processes in competing claims contexts?  

4. What researcherõs roles or combination of roles may enhance the contribution of 

research to policy processes in competing claims contexts? 

5. How do dynamics at the interface of research and policy influence the role of research 

in policy processes in competing claims contexts? 

 

In the next section, the research approach is described, followed by the thesis outline 

providing the reader with an understanding of the structure of the thesis, which is a 

compilation of six research articles. 
                                                      
6 Villarreal (1992 p. 248, 256) mainly refers to òspace for manoeuvreó or òroom for manoeuvre,ó which 

has a similar meaning as space for change. 
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1.5 Research approach 
 

The role of research in policy processes in competing claims contexts can be studied in a 

variety of ways. One can study the role of research by reconstructing a policy process ex-post,7 

one can study the role of research (executed by others) in policy processes ex-durante,8 or a 

researcher can adopt a more embedded and action-oriented research approach by trying to 

contribute to an on-going policy process and systematically reflect on the role of the research. 

In this thesis, all strategies were explored. The latter ð embedded and action-oriented ð 

research approach formed the point of departure at the start of the study. In the next section, 

I elaborate my ideas about this research approach and how it differs from so-called action 

research. Next, the sequential case-study approach used in this thesis is explained, followed 

by the case-study selection criteria and a description of the process of case screening. This 

description will show that the embedded, action-oriented research approach to study the 

role of research in policy processes and the strategy to collaborate with other researchers ex-

durante was not always feasible in practice, and how this led to the exploration of the ex-post 

strategy. 

 

1.5.1 Embedded and action-oriented research 

 

The intended strategy was to conduct embedded and action-oriented research. In so doing, I 

sought to actively engage with stakeholders to describe and explain policy problems, and to 

explore and design ð and potentially implement ð policy solutions. Although action-oriented 

research is not the same as action research (cf. Collier, 1945; Lewin, 1946), some of its 

conceptual foundations are quite similar. For example, it was my intention to become part of 

an on-going policy process to study it from within; not, however, with the intention of 

engaging stakeholders in the process of researching their own problems in order to solve 

them, which would be part of an action research approach (Patton, 1990 p. 157). Furthermore, 

this was not always feasible or desirable and could have complicated the embedded position 

of the researcher, for example when addressing problems of a political or personal nature.9 A 

second feature borrowed from the action research approach is its iterative cycles of òacting, 

reflecting, learning and changeó (cf. Pleijte et al., 2011 p. 224). It is based on a philosophy that 

òresearch should lead to change,ó which also requires that òchange should be incorporated in 

the research itselfó (Kibwi ka, 2006 p. 49). This iterative and reflexive approach enables the 

researcher to adapt the research approach during the research process, on the basis of active 

and systematic reflection. On the basis of such reflections, I continuously tried to adapt the 

operational research questions, and the research approach and methods to the (changing) 

context in which the research was embedded (Trondsen and Sandaunet, 2009 p. 14). This 

thesis will demonstrate that embedded and action-oriented research in policy processes can 

                                                      
7 Ex-post = afterwards or after. 
8 Ex-durante = during. 
9 The extent to which a researcher is in a position to reflect on political or personal problems, or 

whether such problems are discussable in the first place, is moreover culturally determined and 

therefore highly contextual. 
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be òintentionally politicaló or òvalue ladenó (Kibwika, 2006 p. 51). This makes action-oriented 

research approaches different from research that continuously seeks to emphasise its 

independence and objectivity, although ð as this thesis will show ð the two are not mutually 

exclusive and can even be mutually reinforcing. 

 

1.5.2 Sequential case-study approach 

 

Addressing complex problems in competing claims contexts requires a holistic research 

approach that seeks to understand processes and events in their real-life context (cf. 

Nowotny et al., 2003 p. 186). According to Gibbons (1999 p. C82): ò[T]he increasing 

importance of ôcontextõ is also reflected in a relatively rapid shift within science from the 

search for ôtruthõ to the more pragmatic aim of providing a provisional understanding of the 

empirical world that ôworksõ.ó The case-study approach permits the researcher to develop in-

depth, holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life social phenomena or processes (Yin, 

2009). The approach is particularly useful when one is studying multidimensional 

phenomena that cross multiple scales and levels (de Vaus, 2001 p. 220), and when the 

boundaries between phenomena under study and context are blurring (Yin, 2009 p. 18).  

 

Case studies may be organised around (groups of) people, stakeholders, policy or decision-

making processes, or other elements of life (Kumar, 2005 p. 113). In this study, the case 

studies are policy processes, within which there is a particular focus on the role of research, 

and how research influences ð be it directly or indirectly ð the policy process and vice versa. 

The policy process may entail different phases of decision making, from describing and 

explaining policy problems, to exploring and designing policy solutions, to policy 

implementation, and the monitoring and evaluation of policy. By using the case-study 

approach, this study seeks to understand policy processes from a holistic perspective, 

examining how phases of decision making in policy processes are organised, how 

stakeholders are included and excluded, and how research is mobilised and used to influence 

the course and outcome of the policy process.  

 

There exist different types of case-study designs. Case studies can be descriptive, explanatory 

or exploratory, theory testing or theory building, single case or multiple case, parallel or 

sequential and retrospective or prospective; between which multiple combinations and 

cross-classifications exist (de Vaus, 2001 p. 228). This thesis is based on the multiple case-

study approach, which can be organised as parallel or sequential. The exploratory nature of 

the study, as well as practical considerations (parallel case-study approach would imply the 

involvement of more than one researcher which is uncommon in PhD research) led to the 

sequential case-study approach in which case studies òfollow one anotheró (de Vaus, 2001 p. 

227). Furthermore, the sequential case-study approach enables the researcher to adapt the 

research approach of the second case study consequent to the outcomes of the first case 

study; this is particularly useful within an action-oriented research approach. Although the 

sequential case-study approach may reduce the comparativeness of case studies as different 

units of analysis may be studied, it often leads to a better understanding of the problems at 

stake, and what is driving them. De Vaus (2001 p. 227) adds that: òWhen adopting a more 
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inductive, theory building approach a sequential design is more appropriate than a parallel 

approach.ó However, as the cases follow one another, and ideally build upon each other, they 

may be very different in terms of their conceptual focus, data collection techniques, analytical 

framework and the roles played by the researcher. In this thesis, the sequential case-study 

approach is applied to identify drivers that influence the role of research in policy processes 

in a competing claims context in the first case study, and, in the second case study, apply and 

study these drivers in more detail. 

 

1.5.3 Case-study selection criteria  

 

The strategic selection of case studies includes developing case-study selection criteria and 

screening preselected case studies to increase the likelihood of the cases contributing to 

answering the research questions. Based on the research objectives and research questions, 

the below case selection criteria were developed:  

1. The cases focus on competing claims on land-use planning or natural resource 

management; 

2. The cases are situated at the research-society interface; 

3. There is (the intention of) cooperation between researchers, practitioners, 

policymakers and other stakeholders; 

4. The cases are concerned with exploring solutions to competing claims problems; 

5. The cases are from different countries and continents in order to gain insight into 

how different contextual factors influence how stakeholders mobilise and use 

research in negotiations. 

 

On the basis of the case selection criteria, a number of cases were purposefully preselected. 

According to Russell Bernard (2006 p. 191), there are many reasons for purposefully selecting 

case studies. In this study, it was a combination of complying with the case-study selection 

criteria, and having an entry point or contact person that could facilitate access to the policy 

process and the relevant stakeholders involved.  

 

1.5.4 Case screening and description 
 

This section elaborates the process of case screening, resulting in a description of the two 

case studies that provide the empirical data for this thesis. I have decided to describe the 

process of case selection and case screening in a detailed and transparent manner, as this 

process in itself provides information on the complexity and sensitivity of studying the role of 

research in policy processes in competing claims contexts.  

 

Case 1: Room for the River, De Noordwaard, the Netherlands 

The suggestion to explore Room for the River as a case study came from a colleague at 

Wageningen University and Research Centre (WUR). The colleague was working as senior 

consultant at a Dutch consultancy company hired by the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure 

and the Environment (former Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management) 
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to explore the possibility of depoldering parts of De Noordwaard, an agricultural polder of 

2,050 ha near Rotterdam, in the west of the Netherlands.  

 

Room for the River is a ƶ2.3 billion inter-regional spatial planning programme with 39 

projects in different parts of the Netherlands. The Room for the River policy was initiated 

following the high water levels in 1993 and 1995, resulting in the evacuation of around 

250,000 people (in January 1995) and causing an estimated economic damage of US$1 billion 

(van Stokkom et al., 2005 p. 78). The main objectives of Room for the River are that: ò(1) by 

2015 the branches of the Rhine will be able to cope with a discharge capacity of  

16,000m3 sec-1 without flooding; (2) the measures implemented to increase safety will also 

improve the overall environmental quality of the river region; and (3) the extra room the 

rivers will need in the coming decades to cope with higher discharges due to the forecast 

climate changes, will remain permanently availableó (Project Organisation Room for the 

River, 2009 p. 5). Room for the River includes measures such as the lowering of floodplains, 

depoldering, relocation of levees, water storage, but also more traditional measures such as 

the strengthening of levees. The depoldering of De Noordwaard: ò[W]ill make by far the 

greatest contribution to the necessary reduction (30 cm) of the water level at Gorinchem [é]ó 

(Project Organisation Room for the River, 2009 p. 16). On the basis of an initial analysis, I 

decided to explore whether De Noordwaard could fit the case-study selection criteria. 

 

On 29 January 2008, I had an exploratory meeting with two senior consultants at the 

consultancy company in Arnhem. Based on the meeting, both the consultants and myself 

concluded that a collaboration could be mutually beneficial, and that the consultancy 

company would propose the collaboration to the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and the 

Environment who was hiring them. On 25 March 2008, the contact person at the consultancy 

company wrote: 10  

 

After all this time, I am afraid I have bad newsé The Bureau Noordwaard has decided that they are not willing 

to cooperate in the research, and they have moreover requested me ð as representative of the consultancy 

company ð not to collaborate with you. In sum, I am afraid that this is the end of De Noordwaard as a case 

study. I regret this very much, because it seemed to me both fun and interesting. 

 

When I asked about the reasons and arguments provided by the Ministry, the contact person 

responded: 

 

The reason was above all vague. That they themselves also had done something similar and that it did not seem 

a good idea at the moment etcetera, etcetera. The bottom line is that the project is not running very well at the 

moment and that people are afraid of the personal consequences [of the research outcomes]. 

 

Notwithstanding the limited space to collaborate with the Ministry or the consultancy 

company in the De Noordwaard case, I was convinced that De Noordwaard would perfectly 

fit the case-study selection criteria. Furthermore, the case was well documented, and 

                                                      
10 Translated from Dutch by the author. 



General introduction 

15 

colleagues from Wageningen University and Research Centre had been actively involved in 

supporting a citizensõ platform (Platform Save De Noordwaard) in designing an alternative 

plan to the Ministryõs proposal to depolder De Noordwaard (see Photo 1.1). However, it was 

clear to me that a different research strategy was needed to study the competing claims 

context of Room for the River in De Noordwaard.  

 

Photo 1.1. Citizen protest against depoldering De Noordwaard (In English: òWe pay for dry 

feetó). Photo taken by M. Schut in May 2008. 

 

In April 2008, I decided to go cycling in De Noordwaard. The objective was to explore 

whether I could bypass the formal system (entering was apparently controlled by the 

Ministry) and apply a different strategy to get in touch with key informants in the area. I 

visited the Biesbosch Museum, which is located in the area and ð at that time ð hosted an 

exhibition on Room for the River. Moreover, I joined in a boat trip through the Biesbosch 

National Park and engaged in many informal conversations with people from the area. Those 

conversations led me in the direction of a local newspaper journalist, who was identified as a 

key informant as he had covered the policy process for quite some time. I contacted and 

interviewed the journalist who provided the historical context and background on the 

intended depoldering of De Noordwaard and assisted me in identifying and contacting other 

key informants. In May 2008, during the opening ceremony of a nature development project 

in De Noordwaard, I managed to speak to the Ministryõs project leader. Despite two 

constructive meetings at the Ministry, formal access to participate in the policy negotiations 

between the government and the people from De Noordwaard was denied. The sensitivity of 
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the process as well as violated trust between the government and other stakeholders were 

given as the principle reasons.  

 

Despite all difficulties, I was able to reconstruct the policy process based on interviews with 

the key stakeholders in De Noordwaard case. Although access to the policy process was 

denied and my research was less embedded and action-oriented than intended, the first case 

study enabled me to identify key drivers that influence the role of research in policy processes 

in competing claims contexts. Moreover, all the difficulties during the process of selecting 

and screening the case study had raised awareness of the tensions and dynamics involved in 

conducting research in competing claims contexts, and can be considered part of the 

empirical data in this thesis.  

 

During a later phase in the research (2009ð2010), I actively reflected with two researchers 

from Wageningen University and Research Centre who had conducted action research to 

support the Platform Save De Noordwaard. This reflection resulted in a book chapter entitled: 

òReflexivity in action research: two spatial planning casesó (see: Pleijte et al., 2011).  

 

Case 2: Policy debate on biofuel sustainability, Mozambique 

During an early stage of the study, I became involved in the Competing Claims on Natural 

Resources (CCNR) programme (http://www.competingclaims.nl), funded by the 

development oriented Interdisciplinary Research and Education Fund of Wageningen 

University and Research Centre (http://www.inref.wur.nl). The CCNR programme focuses 

explicitly on the contribution of research to stakeholder negotiation processes by describing 

and explaining resource dilemmas from an interdisciplinary and holistic perspective, and 

exploring and designing pathways and solutions through multi-stakeholder negotiation 

processes (Giller et al., 2008). The project setting is highly dynamic, driven by emerging 

policies surrounding land rights and land distribution (South Africa and Zimbabwe), the 

creation of new transfrontier conservation areas (Mozambique, South Africa and Zimbabwe) 

and the influence of changing global and regional policies on access to external markets 

(Giller et al., 2005). With its action-oriented research approach, the CCNR programme 

provided many interesting case studies in sub-Saharan Africa that fitted the case selection 

criteria.  

 

The initial idea was to collaborate with other PhD researchers in the CCNR programme and 

to study the role of their research in policy processes or processes of change ex-durante. This 

did not work out for a number of reasons. The main difficulty was that the majority of 

projects were in the process of being established, and this complicated discussing concrete 

collaboration, mutual benefits, and the coordination of responsibilities, expectations and 

activities between myself and the other researchers. Furthermore, the collaboration did not 

appear to be very action-oriented with regard to my own role as researcher; this did not fit 

the ideas I had about embedded and action-oriented research. Lastly, my research proposal 

was rather sensitive and confrontational for my colleagues, as studying the role of research 

would also entail analysing the roles played by the researchers. 

 

http://www.competingclaims.nl/
http://www.inref.wur.nl/
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While exploring a more action-oriented case study, I got in touch with the project 

coordinator of the DGIS-WUR 11 partnership programme Competing Claims ð Competing 

Models. One of the research themes focuses on: òThe role of knowledge and science in 

enhancing societal negotiation about biofuel production [in Mozambique] in the context of 

competing interests.ó Between July and October 2008, I developed a proposal in close 

collaboration with a senior policymaker working for the Mozambican Ministry of 

Agriculture. The objective of the study was formulated as follows: òGetting more grip on 

different stakeholdersõ perceptions on sustainabilityó, that could provide òthe basis for 

establishing a national set of biofuel sustainability criteria or a certification scheme.ó The 

policymaker provided the necessary background and facilitated contact with other 

government officials and private and public sector stakeholders. Eventually, the proposal was 

approved and the study was scheduled to take place between December 2008 and June 2009.  

 

To cut a long story short, the Competing Claims ð Competing Models assignment provided 

the basis for my involvement in the policy debate on biofuel sustainability in Mozambique; 

not until the planned June 2009, but until November 2010. The project produced a significant 

amount of empirical data on the sustainability of commercial and community-based biofuel 

developments in Mozambique; which was the first in its kind for Mozambique. Furthermore,  

the project team summarised lessons learned from the debate on biofuel sustainability in 

Brazil, and gathered existing experiences with certification and sustainability in other 

sectors in Mozambique. As a result of the preliminary outcomes of the research and my active 

participation in different stakeholder platforms, I was approached to become part of a 

Technical Secretariat, responsible for supporting a working group in developing and 

implementing a national policy framework for sustainable biofuel production. I supported 

this working group for nearly two years in developing a policy framework that includes 

biofuel sustainability principles, sustainability criteria and a guide for implementation, and I 

actively contributed to organising three multi-stakeholder workshops in different parts of 

the country at which the policy framework was discussed. The embedded and action-

oriented character of the second case study enabled me to study, from within and much more 

in-depth, the key drivers that had emerged from the first case study.  

 

  

                                                      
11 Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs (DGIS) and Wageningen University and Research Centre (WUR). 
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1.6 Thesis outline 
 

This thesis unfolds across nine chapters (Figure 1.3). Chapter 2 describes the study methods 

used in this thesis, including the data collection techniques and sampling strategies, 

techniques for data analysis, quality control and the methodological challenges encountered 

during the study.  

 

 

Fig. 1.3. Thesis outline. 

 

The first case study studies the role of research in the policy context of Room for the River in 

the Netherlands. Chapter 3 is the first empirical chapter of the thesis and reconstructs a 

decennial policy process that led to the decision to depolder De Noordwaard. The policy 

reconstruction is based on the analysis of policy documents, and interviews with key 

stakeholders. The chapter contributes to answering research questions 1 and 2, as it analyses 

how stakeholders mobilise and use research in policy processes in competing claims contexts, 

and the extent to which this way of mobilising and using research influences solution space 

or creates space for stakeholders in the policy process. The first case study concludes with a 

number of drivers and sensitising issues that ð following the sequential case-study approach 

ð provide the basis for more in-depth study in the second case study.  

Stage 1 Stage 2 

Chapter 1 
General introduction 

Chapter 2 
Research methods 

Chapter 3 
Room for the River ð  
Room for Research? 

Case study 1 

Chapter 4 
Biofuel developments in 

Mozambique 

Chapter 5 
Space for change for 

community-based biofuel 
production and use 

Case study 2 

Chapter 6 
Ex-ante scale dynamics 

analysis in the policy debate 
on biofuel sustainability 

Chapter 7 
Knowledge and innovation 
management in the policy 

debate on biofuel sustainability 
in Mozambique: what roles for 

researchers? 

Chapter 8  
Boundary arrangements at  

research-stakeholder interfaces 
in the policy debate on biofuel 
sustainability in Mozambique 

 

Chapter 9 
Conclusions and  

discussion 
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The second case study explores the role of research in the policy debate on biofuel 

sustainability in Mozambique. The case study contains two stages. During the first stage the 

emphasis was on sharpening and aligning the research questions with the priorities and 

objectives of different stakeholders in the policy process. The core of this exercise was 

exploring what research questions, methods and theories can generate research that is 

perceived credible, legitimate and salient for different stakeholder groups. This provides the 

basis for Chapters 4, 5 and 6 in this thesis. The second stage, reported in Chapters 7 and 8, 

provides insight into the roles and dynamics for research and researchers when exploring and 

designing policy solutions in a multi-stakeholder policy setting (referring to the NE-DEED 

framework, see Figure 1.2). 

 

Chapter 4 introduces the second case study and provides background on Mozambique, 

describes the history of the biofuel debate in the country and gives an up-to-date overview of 

biofuel developments in Mozambique. Biofuel developments in Mozambique are analysed 

from different disciplinary perspectives, as the first case study suggested that such an 

approach could potentially enhance the contribution of research to policy processes in 

competing claims contexts (research question 3). This chapter analyses the development of 

biofuel legislation and political developments, summarises existing data on Mozambiqueõs 

biophysical potential for producing biofuels, discusses social and economic drivers and 

provides a detailed inventory and analysis of the emerging (commercial) biofuel sector in 

Mozambique. The chapter concludes with a number of recommendations on how a policy 

framework for sustainable biofuels can harmonize the different objectives of biofuel investors 

and those of the Mozambican government. 

 

Chapter 5 follows a similar structure as Chapter 4, but focuses on community-based biofuel 

developments. The inventory of biofuel developments in Mozambique triggered thinking 

about the differences between commercial and community-based biofuel projects, and that 

both need different enabling environments to promote their sustainability. The objective of 

this chapter is to provide insights into the opportunities and constrains that influence the 

ôinnovation spaceõ for sustainable community-based production and processing of biofuel 

feedstock for local use or for local marketing. The introduction and performance of Jatropha 

curcas Linnaeus (a biofuel oil-crop) in Nhambita community in the centre of Mozambique is 

described and analysed from social-cultural, biophysical, economic, political and legal 

perspectives and by combining theories and methods from different scientific disciplines. In 

line with findings from Chapter 3 and 4, the chapter is rooted in the idea that policy 

recommendations based on holistic and interdisciplinary research have the potential to 

enhance the contribution of research to policy development in competing claims contexts; 

thus contributing to research question 3.  

 

Chapter 6 puts Chapters 4 and 5 in perspective by conducting ex-ante scale dynamics 

analysis. In this chapter, the policy debate on biofuel sustainability in Mozambique is 

positioned within the broader international debate on biofuel sustainability. Both Chapters 4 

and 5 demonstrate how commercial and community-based biofuel developments, as well as 

developing a national biofuel policy, are affected by dynamics and interactions across 
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different scales and levels. The objective of Chapter 6 is to study how ex-ante scale dynamics 

analysis can contribute to addressing challenges related to scale and level interactions that 

influence solution space in policy processes. Furthermore, the chapter explores the 

opportunities and challenges of ex-ante scale dynamics analysis as part of an action-oriented 

social science research approach that seeks to enhance its contribution to policy processes in 

competing claims contexts. In so doing, it contributes to addressing research question 3. The 

chapter includes comparative analyses of biofuel policy development in other countries 

(Brazil) and existing experiences with certification and sustainability in other Mozambican 

sectors (e.g. sustainable forestry). These analyses provide valuable scenarios on how 

challenges in the policy debate on biofuel sustainability in Mozambique can be addressed.   

 

The research conducted during Stage 1 of the second case study resulted in policy 

recommendations that provided the basis for fulfilling a more embedded and action-oriented 

role in the policy debate on biofuel sustainability in Mozambique during Stage 2. This active 

involvement in the policy process provided insights into how stakeholder mobilised and used 

research to create space in the policy debate, thus contributing to addressing research 

questions 1 and 2. 

 

Chapter 7 reflects on the roles of researchers in policy processes in competing claims 

contexts, addressing research question 4. The first case study showed that embedded 

researchers can fulfil a multiplicity of roles in policy processes (Chapter 3). How this can 

enhance the contribution of research to policy processes in competing claims contexts is 

studied more in-depth in this chapter. The objective of the chapter is to explore the 

relationship between knowledge and innovation management roles in policy processes, with 

particular attention for how combinations of knowledge and innovation management roles 

can enhance the contribution of research and researchers to policy process in competing 

claims contexts. Additionally, the chapter also discusses what types of research and research 

approaches may enable researchers to fulfil different types of roles, contributing to 

addressing research question 3. 

 

Chapter 8 explores how interactions at the interface of research and policy influence the role 

of research in policy processes in competing claims contexts (research question 5). The 

results from Chapter 3, but also from Chapter 7 provide reasons to rethink the concept of 

research effectiveness, as what constitutes effective research is strongly related to 

stakeholder perceptions and their interests. In Chapter 8 this idea is operationalized by 

studying the role of research and the concept of boundary arrangements (ideas about the 

division of labour and responsibilities) at multiple research-stakeholder interfaces. The 

objective is to explore how boundary arrangements at research-stakeholder interfaces are 

influenced by multi-stakeholder and temporal dynamics in policy processes. Consequently, 

we discuss the implications of such dynamics for the role of research in policy processes in 

competing claims contexts and provide recommendations for further research.  
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Chapter 9 synthesises the two case studies and provides the main findings for each of the 

research questions. Subsequently, this results in the overall conclusions of the thesis that are 

discussed within broader debates on research and policy.  
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CHAPTER 2 
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2.1 Introduction  
 

The empirical data presented in this thesis result from a variety of quantitative and 

qualitative data collecting techniques and methods. Although each of the empirical chapters 

contains a methodology section, I decided to include a chapter that describes the overall 

methodological choices and the trade-offs made during the study. In the research papers that 

form the empirical chapters, there is often limited space to elaborate on methodological 

choices, and furthermore, some analytical tools refer to the analysis of the case study as a 

whole or cross-case analysis, that is not discussed in the individual research articles. 

 

This chapter describes how data were collected and analysed, and how the quality of data 

collection and data analyses was controlled. Finally, the methodological challenges are 

presented, followed by some notes from the author. 

 

2.2 Data collection techniques and sampling strategies 
 

For this thesis, data were collected from so-called primary sources and secondary sources (cf. 

Kumar, 2005 p. 118). In the next sections, I elaborate on the primary and secondary data 

collection techniques used, how data were gathered and documented, and the sampling 

strategies applied. 

 

2.2.1 Primary data collection 

 

Primary data sources provide first-hand information, i.e. data originally collected for the 

purpose of the research and interpreted by the researcher him/herself. The primary data 

collection techniques used in this study are participatory and non-participatory observations, 

interviews and questionnaires. 

 

Participant and non-participant observation 

According to Kumar (2005 p. 119): òObservation is a purposeful, systematic and selective way 

of watching and listening to an interaction or phenomenon as it takes place.ó In participant 

observation, the researcher is ònot merely a passive observeró but participates in the case 

being studied (Yin, 2009 p. 111). Doing this for a longer period provides the researcher with a 

profound and real-life image of the case under study, as people may gradually behave more 

naturally, and not feel like they are an ôobject of study.õ Participant observation is essential to 

develop in-depth insights about discourses, behaviour, decision-making processes and power 

relations that influence how problems are described and explained, and where solutions can 

be explored and designed.  

 

In non-participant observation, the researcher òremains a passive observeró (Kumar, 2005 p. 

120). Ideally, non-participant observations by a researcher should not influence the object, 

phenomenon or group under study; the researcher is unobtrusive. Some phenomena or events 

are more suitable for conducting non-participant observation than others. For example, in 

public events such as the opening of a building, the researcher can be a passive observer, 
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without influencing the behaviour of other participants or stakeholders. In more ôclosedõ 

settings such as invitation-only meetings or workshops, it is difficult not to influence the 

event, as stakeholders may feel studied and not speak freely.  

 

In this study, both participant and non-participant observations were conducted. In the first 

case study, I was not allowed to observe the negotiation process between government and 

other stakeholders. I did conduct non-participatory observations, by going cycling in De 

Noordwaard, going on the boat trip, visiting the museum in the area, and participating in the 

opening of the nature development project in De Noordwaard.  

 

During the second case study, participatory observations were gathered during the numerous 

field visits to biofuel plantations and communities growing biofuel crops. Transect-walks ð 

ò[W]alks through an area, with key informants, observing and asking for explanations of 

everything [é]ó (Russell Bernard, 2006 p. 352) ð enabled me to better understand farming 

activities, social and cultural activities and the biophysical diversity in the area of study. 

Appendix A provides an overview of the field visits conducted during the first stage of the 

second case study. Participatory observations were of particular importance for data 

collection during stage 2 of the second case study, when I was part of a Technical Secretariat, 

and became embedded in the policy process. This enabled me to develop a profound 

understanding of the policy process and the dynamics that influence the role of research in 

policy processes in competing claims contexts. 

 

Both participant and non-participant observations were documented in written jottings and 

field notes, and photographs were used to capture specific situations or events. Jottings are 

the brief words or phrases written down while at the field site or in a situation, and are 

intended to support remembering  things when writing the full-fledged field notes (Chiseri-

Strater and Stone-Sunstein, 1997). Just as the photographs were used to capture observations, 

I also used GPS to locate projects, farmersõ homesteads and fields, plot transect-walks and 

measure farmersõ field size. 

 

Interviewing  

Interviewing is one of the most used data collection techniques within the case-study 

approach, enabling the researcher to investigate dimensions of the case that cannot be 

observed (Yin, 2009 p. 106). There exist various types of interviews. òUnstructured 

interviewsó are very flexible in terms of their structure, content and interview questions, 

whereas òstructured interviewsó are much more rigid (Kumar, 2005 p. 123). I moreover 

distinguish between formal and informal interviews, where formal interviews can be 

considered as planned conversations, and informal interviews as spontaneous, unplanned 

conversations with informants. Informal interviewing was particularly useful at the 

beginning of the first case study when I was trying to get in touch with stakeholders in De 

Noordwaard (e.g. during the cycling trip) (cf. Russell Bernard, 2006 p. 211). The approach 

was also used during the second case study when I was talking to farmers during field visits, 

and to interview government officials and representatives of private sector and civil society 

organisations in informal settings.  
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The formal interviews had a semi-structured character and provided the basis for Chapters 3, 

4, 5 and 6. An average interview took around two hours. Semi-structured interviews can be 

positioned somewhere between structured and unstructured interviewing. To guide the 

interview, a topic list or key questions were prepared and fine-tuned for each interview 

depending on the specific role of the respondent in the case, building on and validating 

information gathered from previous interviews. Using a topic list provided a degree of 

flexibility to identify and to anticipate interesting storylines that were relevant for the 

research. This strategy sometimes resulted in unexpected and new perspectives on the issue 

at stake. Appendix B shows the list of formal interviews for the first case study. Nearly all 

interviews were taped using a voice recorder, and parts of the interviews were fully 

transcribed. At a given point during the first case study, I decided to stop fully transcribing 

the interviews. This decision was based on the time consuming character of transcribing 

interviews (an hour-long interview can easily take up to a day of transcribing), but mainly 

that detailed note taking during the interview served the purpose of reconstructing the policy 

process. On the basis of the interview notes, I would sometimes transcribe part of the 

recorded interview, for example to provide an exemplar quote to illustrate a specific view or 

stakeholder perception.  

 

During the second case study, interviews were not taped on a voice recorder. The main reason 

was that I felt that using the voice recorder could create a barrier between the researcher and 

the respondent. I decided that the chances of retrieving reliable information and building a 

trust relationship with respondents were highest when the interviews were not taped, but 

instead detailed notes were taken. Especially during the second stage of the field work in 

Mozambique, when I became more embedded in the policy process, taping meetings or policy 

debates would have been inappropriate, with the risk of endangering the personal 

relationships and the embedded position that had been so carefully obtained. A second 

reason for not using the voice recorder was that it was practically unfeasible for the vast 

majority of interviews. Many interviews were held during breaks at conferences or 

workshops, in noisy bars, in farmersõ fields, while driving around in a car, or sitting in the 

back of a pickup truck, where note taking was already quite challenging. Appendix C 

provides an overview of the formal interviews that were held to gather data for the second 

case study. 

 

Questionnaires 

In order to gather data on the potential for community-based biofuel production and use in 

Mozambique (Chapter 5), two sets of questionnaires were prepared that guided in-depth, 

face-to-face interviews with smallholder households and local shopkeepers in the community 

where the study was conducted. The biggest advantage of administering face-to-face 

questionnaires is that respondents who could otherwise not provide information (e.g. 

because of illiteracy) can be interviewed. Moreover, the researcher has the opportunity of 

probing or asking for clarification (Russell Bernard, 2006 p. 256).  

 

The farming systems questionnaire (Appendix D) enabled information to be gathered on the 

different types of livelihoods in the community and the quantification of ð for example ð 
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household size, household members contributing labour to the householdõs activities, income 

and expenditures and some of the livelihood assets, such as ownership of livestock. The 

baseline energy questionnaire that was developed by GTZ (Appendix E) provided an idea 

about household and community energy consumption, creating the basis for developing 

scenarios for local marketing and use of biofuels.  

 

2.2.2 Secondary data collection 

 

Secondary data are data collected and documented by someone else, which the researcher can 

use for the purpose of the study (Kumar, 2005 p. 141). Secondary data collection is relevant 

for almost òevery case study topicó (Yin, 2009 p. 101). Examples of secondary data gathered 

and analysed in this thesis are: 12  

Á Letters, emails, memoranda of understanding, terms of reference and other 

communiqués; 

Á Agendas, announcements and minutes of meetings and other written reports of events; 

Á Administrative and policy documents, such as proposals, progress reports and other 

internal records; 

Á Legislation and legislative procedures; 

Á Studies or monitoring and evaluation reports on the issue under study; 

Á Scientific papers and reports that contain empirical data gathered by other 

researchers;13 

Á Newspaper clippings and other news articles appearing in the mass media; 

Á Organisational records, such as organisational charts and budgets over a period of 

time; 

Á PowerPoint® and other presentations; 

Á Conference proceeding; 

Á Maps and charts of geographical characteristics; 

Á Lists of names and other relevant items; 

Á Investment proposals and investment data; 

Á Survey data; 

Á Computerised scenario-planning and decision making models; 

Á Personal records of stakeholders, including field notes, jottings, letters, memos and 

calendars. 

 

Specific secondary data collection techniques per case study are elaborated in the empirical 

chapters. What is worth noting is that during the first case study, I was offered the complete 

personal dossier of one of the inhabitants of De Noordwaard. The dossier included amongst 

other things newspaper articles, (draft) reports, faxes, maps, and personal letters and memos. 

  

                                                      
12 See Kumar (2005 p. 141) and Yin (2009 p. 103, 105) for more examples. 
13 Whether the analysis of scientific papers and reports should be considered secondary data is a moot 

point. According to Kumar (2005 p. 141), research articles can be secondary data sources if they 

discuss, evaluate or re-interpret someone elseõs original empirical data. 
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2.2.3 Sampling strategies 

 

The sampling techniques used in this research are selective, meaning that the majority of key 

informants and study sites were not selected randomly. The most important sampling 

techniques used are purposive sampling and snowball sampling.  

 

Purposive sampling 

Patton states that: òThe logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-

rich cases [including informants] for in-depth study. Information-rich cases are those from 

which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

research, thus the term purposeful samplingó (Patton, 1990 p. 169 italics as in original). When 

purposefully sampling, the researcher selects respondents who are likely to have the required 

information and are willing to share it. Purposive sampling is useful and widely used in e.g. 

òpilot studiesó or òstudies of hard-to-find populationsó (Russell Bernard, 2006 p. 190). In this 

thesis, purposive sampling was used in both case studies to identify key informants 

representing different groups of stakeholder. For Chapter 5, a study area and a community in 

that area were purposively sampled as I was aware that a community-based biofuel project 

had been developed there. 

 

Simple stratified and random sampling 
In Chapter 5, purposive sampling was combined with a simplified stratified sampling 

approach. Stratified sampling ensures that òkey subpopulationsó are part of the study by 

dividing òa population [é] into subpopulations [é]ó (Russell Bernard, 2006 p. 153). In 

Chapter 5 it was used to select case-study households representing different categories of 

resource endowed farms in the community. Purposive sampling was also used to identify one 

farmer who grows a specific biofuel oil-crop within one of the categories. The farming 

systems questionnaire (Appendix D) was used to interview the selected farm households. 

The baseline energy questionnaire (Appendix E) was used to structure the interviews with 

project staff, local shopkeepers and other community members, who were selected randomly. 

 

Snowball sampling 

Snowball sampling is a ònetwork sampling methodó (Russell Bernard, 2006 p. 192). Key 

informants are asked to identify other people in the group, organisation or network, and 

those people selected become part of the sample. The snowball sampling technique is useful 

when a researcher knows little about the group or individuals under study, or has limited 

contacts with informants (Kumar, 2005 p. 179). An advantage of approaching informants 

through snowball sampling is that one can refer to the person that identified the informant, 

and this builds some kind of trust relationship. This may provide access to informants who 

are normally difficult to reach. The biggest disadvantage is that: òThe choice of the entire 

sample rests upon the choice of individuals at the first stageó (Kumar, 2005 p. 179). If these 

informants have a particular frame of reference or bias, the whole study may be biased, 

possibly creating a one-sided perspective on the issue at stake. It is therefore essential for the 

researcher to identify stakeholders with different interests and perspectives at the initial 

phase of the research, which I did.  
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Snowball sampling ð in combination with purposive sampling ð was applied in both case 

studies. In the first case study, a journalist was purposively contacted, and this provided the 

basis for identifying and contacting other key informants using snowball sampling (cf. 

Russell Bernard, 2006). This combined technique enabled me to conduct in-depth interviews 

with key informants representing the most important stakeholder groups involved in the case 

study. During the second case study also, snowball sampling was used, as I initially did not 

have a network of informants in Mozambique. One of the last questions in every interview 

was: Who must I definitely contact regarding this topic? 

 

2.3 Data analysis techniques  
 

Throughout the study, multiple analytical techniques were used to analyse the primary and 

secondary data collected. In the empirical chapters, different data analysis techniques are 

combined. These techniques do not exclude one another but were applied in ways that make 

them mutually reinforcing.  

 

There exist different levels of data analysis: (1) the analysis of data resulting from specific 

data collection techniques, (2) the integral analysis of the case study as a whole and (3) the 

type of analyses that allow for comparison across multiple case studies. The first refers to 

analysing the observations, interviews and questionnaires, and analysing secondary data. The 

second form of analysis refers to combining them to construct the case study and explain the 

phenomenon under study. In this thesis, the third refers to analysing the patterns, similarities 

and differences between the first and the second case study in line with the sequential case-

study approach. 

 

2.3.1 Data analysis at the level of individual data collection techniques 

 

Below, the techniques that were used to analyse observations, interviews and questionnaires 

and secondary data will be clarified. 

 

Analysing observations 

The documented participatory and non-participatory observations were analysed in multiple 

ways and for multiple purposes. In the first case study, observations were used mainly to 

describe the study area and events in which I participated. During the second case study, 

participatory observations took place over a longer period of time, thus enabling me to 

describe and analyse the course of the policy process and stakeholder perceptions, but also 

the evolving dynamics between (groups of) stakeholders chronologically (cf. Patton, 1990 p. 

377). The participatory observations during the second stage of the case study in 

Mozambique provided the basis for critical reflection among the researcher and his 

colleagues with regard to the researcherõs roles throughout different phases in the policy 

process (Chapter 7) and the interactions between research and different groups of 

stakeholders in policy processes (Chapter 8). 
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During the second case study, GPS software by Garmin MapSource® and the web-based 

mapping service of Google EarthÊ were used to structure and analyse observations with 

regard to the geographic spread of biofuel developments in Mozambique. The maps in 

Chapter 4 were made using Microsoft PowerPoint® software. As Figure 2.1 shows, GPS was 

also used to analyse the location of farmersõ homesteads and agricultural fields, to provide 

insights into biophysical variation in the study area and to measure farmersõ field size 

(Chapter 5). Photos were used to recall and analyse observations made in the field, such as 

the composition of a farmerõs homestead. 

 

Fig. 2.1. Example of the use of GPS in Google EarthÊ and Garmin MapSource® software.  

 

Analysing interviews and questionnaires  

In the first case study, interviews were analysed using the ôgrounded theory approachõ (cf. 

Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Grounded theory enabled me to identify analytical categories or 

drivers that influence the role of research in policy processes in competing claims contexts. 

These drivers originated from the data through an òiterative processó by which the researcher 

becomes òmore grounded in the dataó throughout the case study (Russell Bernard, 2006 p. 
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492). This analytical approach is in line with the embedded and action-oriented research 

approach of this thesis (see Section 1.5) that enables the researcher to adapt the research 

approach and methods (including the interview questions and analytical focus) as the study 

unfolds. In the first case study, exemplar quotes from the respondents are used to illustrate 

the key findings and conclusions from the study. 

 

In the second case study, formal interviews were mainly conducted during the first stage and 

provided input for Chapters 4, 5 and 6. As little written information on biofuels in 

Mozambique was available at the start of the research, the interviews with policymakers and 

representatives from private sector and civil society organisations provided valuable 

empirical data on biofuel developments in Mozambique, necessary to identify and map the 

spread of projects throughout the country. The interview topic list was used as a òdescriptive 

analytical frameworkó to structure and group data from the interviews, although the 

interview topics could change (Patton, 1990 p. 276). This enabled me to identify patterns in 

the way government, civil society and private sector stakeholders conceptualised ôbiofuel 

sustainabilityõ and where such conceptions overlapped or differed between stakeholders. 

Furthermore, the interviews led to tangible information with regard to the location of biofuel 

projects in the country, their status and sustainability, but also with regard to the direction 

in which government policy was evolving. During stage 2 of the second case study (Chapter 7 

and 8), data were mainly gathered through participatory observations as a member of the 

Technical Secretariat and less by conducting formal interviews.  

 

The questionnaires used in the second case study (Chapter 5) resulted in both quantitative 

and qualitative data. The quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistical 

analysis, which describes the main features of raw quantitative data (Marshall and Jonker, 

2010). In Chapter 5, they were used to analyse land requirements to achieve food self-

sufficiency for different types of households and to developed scenarios for community-based 

biofuel production and use. For all calculations, Microsoft Excel® software was used. The 

qualitative data resulting from the questionnaires were analysed using matrices that provided 

insights into, for example, the main expenditures, the types of food and cash crops grown and 

ownership of livestock for different categories of farm households.  

 

Analysing secondary data 

Secondary data were analysed in both cases using different techniques. The vast majority of 

secondary data were organised using the computer, and clustered according to their origin 

(e.g. policy documents or newspaper articles), topic or phase in the policy process. For 

example, the around 130 newspaper articles on the first case study were ordered 

chronologically, providing the basis for reconstructing the policy process. The same was done 

for policy documents and minutes of (policy) meetings. I used basic tools in Microsoft 

WordÈ to search the document for keywords such as ôresearchõ or ôscienceõ. Exemplar quotes 

from the policy documents, newspaper articles and other media reports were used to 

illustrate the role of research in the case.  
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For the second case study, secondary data were organised and analysed in a way that was 

similar to the technique used in the first case study; order the data chronologically, per topic 

or per stakeholder group. Additionally, descriptive statistical analysis was used to analyse 

quantitative secondary data provided in existing research, biofuel investment proposals and 

agro-ecological zoning conducted by the Mozambican government (Chapter 4). For all 

calculations, Microsoft Excel® software was used. 

 

2.3.2 Data analysis at the level of the case study  

 

There exist many different ways of analysing an individual case study, as much depends on 

whether the case is a person, a groups of people or ð as in this thesis ð a policy process. 

Authors such as Yin (2009) and de Vaus (2001) provide several tools for analysing case 

studies, of which the ones used in this thesis are elaborated below.  

 

Timeline analysis and critical event analysis 

For both case studies, case descriptions using timeline analysis were developed (Yin, 2009). 

The timelines include critical events such as policy decisions, the publication of reports or 

articles, the introduction of new laws and regulation, the establishment of a platform or 

meetings. The timelines and critical events analysis were based on data from observations, 

interviews and secondary data such as policy documents, minutes of (policy) meetings and 

newspaper clippings. For the first case study in particular, timeline analysis contributed 

significantly to reconstructing the policy process, to identifying critical events and analysing 

the role of research during those events. In the second case study, timeline analysis was used 

to identify different episodes and phases in the research and policy processes, providing the 

basis for analysing researchersõ roles during different phases in the process (Chapter 7) and to 

study dynamics between research and different groups of stakeholders during the second 

case study (Chapter 8). 

 

Explanation building and interdisciplinary data analysis 

The objective of explanation building is: ò[T]o analyse the case study data by building an 

explanation about the caseó (Yin, 2009 p. 141). In the first case study, this process of 

explanation building can be seen as a òhypothesis-generating process,ó as the conclusions of 

the first case study generated the drivers that were to be studied in-depth during the second 

case study (Yin, 2009 p. 141). During the second case study, interdisciplinary analysis of 

empirical data was used to build explanations about biofuel developments in Mozambique 

and the direction in which the sector was developing. Interdisciplinary analysis explicitly 

forms the theoretical and analytical framework in chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis. In Chapter 

4, the geographic spread of biofuel developments in Mozambique is analysed using insights 

from investment theory and social-economic development theory, but also by analysing 

political developments and legal frameworks such as trade agreements, laws, regulation, and 

incentive structures for investors. In Chapter 5, the potential for community-based biofuel 

production, and its local marketing and use, is analysed from different disciplinary 

perspectives, using basic elements of farming systems theory, innovation systems theory and 
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rural social-economic development theory, in combination with the analysis of legal and 

political developments over a certain period of time.  

 

Scale dynamics analysis 

In this thesis, scale dynamics analysis refers to the process of describing and explaining 

interactions between different scales and levels (Cash et al., 2006). Scale dynamics analysis is 

based on interviews and secondary data, and enables the researcher to analyse how 

developments at ð for example ð the global level influence developments at the local level and 

vice versa (see Figure 1.1 in Section 1.2.2). In the context of this thesis, it ð amongst others ð

provides insights into the different perceptions of stakeholders (e.g. on biofuel sustainability) 

representing various policy or administrative levels. It also reveals more institutional factors 

such as the formal and informal agreements at the interface of different policy levels that 

influence the space within which policy solutions can be explored. Scale dynamics analysis 

provides the analytical framework for Chapter 6 of the thesis. 

 

Reflexive analysis on the role of research and the researcher 

In this thesis, the reflexive analysis of the role of researcher(s) in the two case studies was 

conducted in two different ways. With regard to the first case study, the reflection is based 

on a collaboration with two researchers who undertook action research in De Noordwaard. 

This reflection has been published as a book chapter (Pleijte et al., 2011) and has not been 

included in this thesis.  

 

In the second case, the reflexive analysis was based on regular reflections together with the 

other member of the Technical Secretariat in Mozambique. According to Pleijte et al. (2011 p. 

242-243): òA first level of reflexivity can be organised by a second action researcher who at 

least includes a similar theoretical framework.ó As the Technical Secretariat consisted of two 

members,14 this stimulated active and regular reflection upon the roles we played in the 

policy process, both during the process and ex-post. We did this during informal meetings, 

and by writing notes and memos to each other. The analysis of these reflections resulted in 

Chapter 7, which studies the different roles of researchers in policy processes in competing 

claims contexts, and also in Chapter 8 that elaborates on interactions between research and 

different groups of stakeholders in policy processes. 

 

2.3.3 Analysis at the level of multiple case studies 
 

In this thesis, the two case studies òfollow one anotheró (de Vaus, 2001 p. 227). This 

sequential case-study approach also requires a sequential way of building explanations across 

the two cases. In the thesis, this analytical òexplanation building processó (Yin, 2009 p. 143) 

is organised as follows. The first case study is used to identify sensitising issues and key 

drivers that influence the role of research in policy processes. These issues and key drivers 

form the basis for the second case, where they are studied in more detail.  

                                                      
14 The other member of the Technical Secretariat was not working as researcher, but as a technical 

assistant for a development agency. 
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Although the key objective is that the two cases elaborate upon each other, I also compare 

them and analyse the similarities and differences between them, primarily to analyse how the 

more contextual factors influence the role of research in policy processes in competing claims 

contexts. Lastly, I would like to clarify that key drivers that did not emerge from the first case 

study, but that did play a crucial role during the second case study, are (of course) included 

in the analysis and synthesis of this thesis. 

 

2.4 Quality control  
 

According to Yin (2009 p. 40), there exist four tests through which the quality of empirical 

social research, and thus case study research, can be ensured: òconstruct validity, internal 

validity, external validity and reliability.ó Validity means òtruthó (Silverman, 2006 p. 47), 

whereas reliability refers to the: ò[Q]uality of a measurement procedure that provides 

repeatability and accuracyó (Kumar, 2005 p. 6). Below, I address how the four tests have been 

applied to control the quality of the case studies used in this thesis. 

 

2.4.1 Construct validity  

 

Ensuring construct validity refers to measures that: ò[P]roduce a more accurate, 

comprehensive and objective representation of the object of studyó (Silverman, 2006 p. 291). 

There exist three tactics to enhance construct validity in case study research. Firstly, 

researchers should triangulate when describing a phenomenon or process. According to 

Patton (2002 p. 187), triangulation implies using (1) òa variety of data sources,ó (2) òseveral 

different researchers,ó (3) òmultiple perspectives to interpret [é] data,ó and (4) òmultiple 

methods.ó All forms of triangulation have been applied in this thesis, for example by using 

multiple methods of data collection and data analysis, verifying respondentsõ stories with 

data transcribed in minutes of policy meetings, discussing and validating observations with 

students and other researchers, and through the interdisciplinary analysis of the case studies. 

Secondly, a chain of evidence has been established. This means that data can be traced back 

to their original source. Recordings of interviews, notes (including field notes) and memos 

are available. Moreover, all secondary data were filed electronically or manually, providing a 

detailed database for the two case studies described in this thesis. A third method to ensure 

construct validity is to validate empirical data by key informants. We attempted to do this 

for the first case study (Chapter 3), but one of the key informant with a good overview of the 

case (and who agreed more than once to review the empirical section of the draft research 

article) never returned the manuscript. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are based on research reports (see: 

Bos et al., 2010; Schut et al., 2010a) that were validated and coedited by people with whom I 

worked. In particular, the analysis of investment data in Chapter 4 was reviewed by the 

Mozambican Ministry of Agriculture. Furthermore, because of some of its technical content, 

experts were asked to review parts of Chapter 5, including an oil-crop specialist from 

Wageningen University and Research Centre, two farming systems experts, and two experts 

with experience in community-based biofuel projects in Mozambique and other developing 

countries.  Chapters 7 and 8 are based on systematic reflections between myself and the other 
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member of the Technical Secretariat. These reflections in the form of meetings, notes and 

personal memos form the basis for these chapters.  

 

2.4.2 Internal validity  
 

The internal validity of research refers to the plausibility that process x leads to changes in 

process y and is mainly a concern when the case study is explanatory (Yin, 2009 p. 41). In 

experimental research, this implies ruling out òthe influence of variables other than the key 

causal variablesó (de Vaus, 2001 p. 233). However, in case study research that investigates 

real-life processes or events, it is unfeasible and even undesirable to isolate participants from 

òoutside influencesó (Patton, 1990 p. 114). On the contrary, case studies are used to describe 

an event, phenomenon or process holistically and in its broader context. Furthermore, it is 

essential to understand the context, as the meaning of processes or phenomena is often 

embedded and constructed in that context. Consequently, safeguarding the internal validity 

of case study research requires including contextual and historical textual data that influence 

the process under study as this leads to a òfuller and richer understandingó of the case, and 

moreover contributes to a better understanding of how a changing context in which the 

research is embedded influences the relation between x and y (de Vaus, 2001 p. 236).  

 

To enhance the internal validity of the case studies in this thesis, I adopted a holistic 

approach that pays attention to the historical evolution of policy processes and the changing 

(policy) contexts of the two case studies. Chapters 3, 7 and 8 describe events, phases and 

episodes of the research and policy processes through time, and in so doing address the 

temporal dynamics of the role of research in policy processes. Additionally, I sought to 

identify matching or coinciding findings or theories identified by other researchers; so-called 

òpattern matchingó (de Vaus, 2001 p. 253). òIf patterns coincide, the results can help a case 

study to strengthen its internal validityó (Yin, 2009 p. 136 italics as in original). Lastly, we 

selected the majority of our respondents purposefully and through snowball sampling. This 

implies that there may be some selection bias in the way we identified our respondents. 

However, by including respondents from different stakeholder groups and by triangulating 

and cross-checking interview data with secondary data, I believe that this did not pose a 

major threat to the internal validity of the study. 

 

2.4.3 External validity  

 

The external validity of research addresses the question whether the research findings 

provide a basis for generalisation beyond the case (de Vaus, 2001 p. 237). Yin (2009 p. 43) 

adds that the external validity of case study research relies not so much on òstatistical 

generalizationó as on òanalytical generalization,ó where the researcher strives to: 

ò[G]eneralize a particular set of results to some broader theory [é].ó Although the sequential 

case-study approach applied in this thesis is not aimed at demonstrating the logic of 

replication, the analytically generalised findings from the first case study provided the basis 

for in-depth analysis in the second case study. Furthermore, I strove to test analytical or 

theoretical replication by comparing the research findings with findings from similar case 
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studies conducted by other researchers, and I used the case study findings to further develop 

scientific theories and concepts. 

 

2.4.4 Reliability  
 

Reliability refers to the question of whether, if a case study were to be conducted òall over 

again,ó the researcher would òarrive at the same findings and conclusionsó (Yin, 2009 p. 45). 

Particularly the first case study (Chapter 3) ð a reconstruction of a policy process based on 

secondary data and interviews with key stakeholders ð is likely to arrive at similar 

conclusions. The timeline and critical events are based on the analysis of secondary data, 

complemented by insights gathered from recorded interviews.  

 

The second case study was much more dynamic, unpredictable and sensitive to ôoutside 

disturbanceõ that continuously changed the context in which biofuel developments in 

Mozambique and the study itself were embedded. Nonetheless, Chapters 4 and 5 in 

particular are partly based on quantitative data that leave little space for multiple 

interpretations. For example, the geographical spread of biofuel projects in Mozambique at a 

particular point in time is rather fixed, and, similarly, the quantitative analysis of biofuel 

investment data is rather straightforward. The second stage of the second case study would 

be difficult to conduct in a similar fashion. Because of my embedded position in the Technical 

Secretariat and in the policy process, the role of the research and my role as researcher in that 

policy process were much more the result of interpersonal relations with different (groups of) 

stakeholders. Although I critically reflect on the methodological choices and trade-offs that 

were made, and the roles I fulfilled as researcher during this stage, it is unlikely that, if this 

part of the research were done all over again by another researcher, a similar course in the 

policy debate on biofuel sustainability in Mozambique would result. Moreover, it seems 

practically unfeasible, as it would imply redoing the policy process. However, this does not 

mean that doing the same type of research would not result in similar analytical findings and 

conclusions with regard to roles of researchers in policy processes in competing claims 

contexts (Chapter 7) and dynamics at the interface of research and different groups of 

stakeholders in policy processes (Chapter 8). 

 

2.5 Design and methodological challenges 
 

In this section, the methodological challenges encountered during the study are described. It 

forms part of my approach to be transparent and reflexive about the trade-offs that were 

made, and the strengths and weaknesses of the research approach and research methods, as 

these influence the role of research in policy processes, which is central in this thesis.  

 

2.5.1 Sequential case-study approach 

 

The general idea behind the use of the sequential case-study approach in this thesis is that 

the first case study is used to identify drivers that influence the role of research in policy 

processes in competing claims contexts, and subsequently study those drivers in more detail 
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during the second case study. The fact that these drivers were identified in the Dutch policy 

context and elaborated in the Mozambican policy context could be criticised as both 

countries have different policymaking cultures, and different bureaucratic and administrative 

systems.  

 

This was dealt with by means of analytical generalisation, meaning that the drivers that 

emerged from the first case study were formulated in a general analytical way that made them 

applicable and researchable in the second case study.  

 

2.5.2 Data collection techniques 

 

Every data collection technique has its advantages and disadvantages. Some of these have 

been summarised by Yin (2009 p. 102) and Kumar (2005 p. 130-131). In retrospect, I conclude 

that the in-depth interviews with key informants in the first case study took a very long time. 

Although I indicated that an interview would take around one and a half hours, the average 

interview took around two hours. From non-verbal communication (e.g. distracted, checking 

watch), I concluded that respondents were losing their attention and focus. Furthermore, one 

could argue that all interviews from the first case study should have been transcribed. As 

indicated, I decided not to because of time constraints and because detailed note-taking 

served the purpose of reconstructing the policy process.  

 

For the second case study, an extensive interview guide in the form of a questionnaire was 

developed. However, it turned out that the questionnaire contained too many questions and 

took too long. In practice, investors and policymakers had limited time for the interview; this 

forced me to be very selective in the questions that I could actually pose. Also, the 

questionnaires used for Chapter 5 (Appendices D and E) turned out to be too long, and 

eventually only parts were used in the analysis. 

 

2.5.3 Sampling issues 

 

Chapter 5 describes the potential for community-based biofuel production, and local 

marketing and use of biofuels. This study was originally initiated as a consultancy 

assignment funded by the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit (GTZ) in 

collaboration with the Mozambican Ministry of Energy. I was part of the consultancy team, 

participated in the four-day mission to the community and contributed to writing the report 

(see: Bos et al., 2010). During the mission, the team was supported by a senior extensionist 

working for a project in the community who assisted us in identifying and approaching 

farmers, and translating interview questions and answers. On the basis of the mission, I 

continued doing fieldwork in the community as the case contained unique data on 

community-based biofuel production and use. I decided to follow the four farm households 

that formed part of the consultancy, and the analysis of the three most contrasting 

households were used to develop Chapter 5. I acknowledge that the analysis of smallholder 

farming systems and the potential role of biofuel-crops in those farming systems could itself 

provide enough research for a PhD. Furthermore, the sample is small and potentially biased 
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by the involvement of the extensionist who assisted in selecting the case study farm 

households. Nonetheless, the uniqueness of the material and the general lack of data on 

community-based biofuel projects in Mozambique made me decide to publish the study in a 

scientific journal. 

 

2.5.4 Analytical issues 

 

The analysis of interviews during both the first and second case study could have been done 

in a more structured manner. Using the grounded-theory approach enabled me to adapt the 

interview questions and analytical focus as the case studies unfolded, but also prevented me 

from having a consistent interview guide that would result in data that could be coded, 

analysed and compared across groups of stakeholders or research themes.  

 

The analysis of researchersõ roles (Chapter 7) and dynamics at the researchðpolicy interface 

(Chapter 8) during the second case study are mainly based on reflexive analysis between me 

and the other member of the Technical Secretariat, and during a later stage between me and 

my supervisors at the university. According to Pleijte et al. (2011 p. 242), it can be considered 

a òmission impossibleó for an embedded, action-oriented researcher to be fully engaged with 

stakeholders and the policy process, and be reflexive at the same time. They propose that the 

involvement of a òsecond action researcheró or a colleague with a òsimilar theoretical 

frameworkó could stimulate a òfirst level of reflexivityó (Pleijte et al., 2011 p. 243). By 

reflecting on the process with the other member of the Technical Secretariat, I sought to do 

so.  

 

Nevertheless, it would have been interesting if such reflections had been carried out together 

with th e different groups of stakeholders with whom I worked. The main reason for not 

doing this was that it could have consequences for my embedded position in the Technical 

Secretariat and in the policy process, as policymakers and other stakeholders perceived me as 

someone who was supporting the policy process, rather than analysing and studying it.  

 

2.5.5 Publication of sensitive data 
 

In both case studies, I was confronted with data sensitivity issues. During the first case study, 

the transcribed interviews were sent to the respondents to provide them with the 

opportunity to give feedback. Respondents were sometimes shocked or unhappy when they 

read their statements on paper, and they asked me not to use them in publications. From an 

ethical point of view I respected these requests, despite the fact that these statements or 

quotes sometimes contained useful information for the study.  

 

During the second case study, the sensitivity concerned access to, and publication of, 

investment data that biofuel investors had provided to the Mozambican government. 

Although I could access and analyse the data, I had to negotiate the extent to which, and the 

form in which, it could be published. Eventually, I aggregated the data to the extent that they 

did not contain sensitive information about individual investors, but still provide an 
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interesting overview about the biofuel developments as such. Additionally, in publications I 

only named those projects that had been formally approved by the Mozambican government.  

 

As I collaborated closely with the Mozambican Ministry of Agriculture and the inter-

ministerial working group on biofuel sustainability, I was careful when publishing sensitive 

data or making critical remarks about government policy. Although I could and did 

constructively criticise government policy, I was always aware that maintaining a good 

relationship with governmental and other stakeholders in the policy process provided the 

basis for the continuation of the embedded position of the research in the policy process, and 

in so doing, the ability to study the role of research in policy processes from within and work 

in an action-oriented way. However, this also created challenges, which are addressed in 

Chapters 7 and 8.  

 

2.5.6 Cultural bias and language 
 

Especially at the beginning of the second case study in Mozambique, cultural bias and 

language formed a challenge. Although a lot of the initial interviews were conducted in 

English, I initially could not grasp what was being discussed in meetings that were held in 

Portuguese. After a few months of intensive language training, my Portuguese gradually 

improved, and made it possible for me to conduct interviews, and to participate in and 

observe meetings in Portuguese.  

 

Being a foreigner working in a developing country provided advantages as well as 

disadvantages. The advantage was not being restricted by cultural and political hierarchical 

structures. The biggest disadvantage was that certain stakeholder groups questioned the 

researcherõs mandate and legitimacy of being so closely involved in the policy process, when 

they themselves were only consulted on the outcome at a late stage.   

 

2.5.7 Reflections on the role of the researcher  

 

For me, action-oriented research is principally an approach that stimulates the researcher to 

continuously adapt the operational research questions, research approach, data collection 

techniques and analytical strategy depending on the changing context in which the research 

is embedded. Action-oriented research has often been criticised for being less objective, less 

systematic and less generalisable. I believe that such notions of action-oriented research are 

outdated, as action-oriented research enables the researcher: ò[T]o become embedded and 

subsequently better understand the context in which research can effectively contribute to 

exploring sustainable solutionsó (Pleijte et al., 2011 p. 221).  

 

In the first case study, the action-oriented elements in the research were limited to changing 

the research strategy when the Ministry did not allow me to participate in the policy process 

or to collaborate with the consultancy company. As a result, the nature of the case study ð 

reconstructing a policy process based on the analysis of secondary data and interviews with 

key stakeholders ð focused more on studying the role of other action-oriented researchers in 
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practice, rather than playing a very action-oriented role myself. The embedded and action-

oriented research approach became much more prominent during the second case study. 

During the first stage of the work in Mozambique, I continuously adapted the research 

questions and research approach in order to produce and communicate policy-relevant 

information, and in doing so increase the relevance of the research for the stakeholders 

involved. The nature of the (mainly quantitative) data enabled me to remain rather neutral in 

the process. This changed during the second stage of the case study in Mozambique when I 

became actively involved in the development of the policy framework for biofuel 

sustainability in Mozambique. During this period, I became part of the Technical Secretariat, 

which positioned me at the centre of the policy process. According to Kibwika (2006 p. 50), 

when a researcher is òinside the situationó, s/he will òinevitably influence what is happening.ó 

This role of researchers is still seen as rather controversial and as òa ôthreatõ to the validity of 

the researchó (Trondsen and Sandaunet, 2009 p. 18). The boundary between research and 

policy was sometimes blurred. As part of my position in the Technical Secretariat I engaged 

in political lobbying, issue advocacy and fundraising for stakeholder workshops; activities 

that some would not categorise as part of doing scientific research. However, undertaking 

these activities as part of my embedded position also provided insight into how the 

contribution of research to the policy debate on biofuel sustainability could be enhanced, and 

thus contributed considerably to addressing the research questions in this thesis. Lastly, the 

highly sensitive nature of competing claims contexts did not always allow for reflexive 

monitoring and evaluation of the research process and the role of the researcher together 

with stakeholders. 

 

2.6  Notes from the author 
 

The empirical chapters (Chapters 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8) in this thesis have been written in the 

form of research articles. In order not to create inconsistencies, these research articles have 

been included in their original form in this thesis. The only changes made relate to: (1) words 

that refer to the ôarticleõ or ôpaperõ have been changed into ôchapterõ or ôsectionõ, (2) consistent 

numbering of chapters, sections subsections, figures, tables and photos throughout the thesis, 

(3) consistent numbering of footnotes, (4) minor editorial changes due to errors discovered 

after the research articles were published, (5) consistent hyphening such as ôpolicymakerõ 

instead of ôpolicy-maker,õ and (6) consistent use of quotation marks and consistent layout of 

quotes, references and bibliography throughout the thesis.  

 

This thesis has been written using English U.K. spelling. English U.S. spelling is used on 

some occasions when quoting or paraphrasing the work of colleagues, or referring to official 

names of organisations. In this thesis, double quotation marks (òéó) are used to indicate 

quoting from the work of colleagues or from policy documents, minutes of meetings, etcetera. 

If text has been added, left out or modified from the original quote this is put between square 

brackets [é]. Single quotation marks (ôéõ) are used to emphasise a specific word or concept. 

Italics are used for individual letters (x, y, z) and when words or names of organisations are in 

a language other than English. Latin abbreviations in citations (such as et al. and cf.) have not 

been italicised. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

This chapter explores the role of research in the context of the Dutch 

spatial planning procedure ôRoom for the Riverõ. We start from the 

idea that research is strategically used to create space in negotiation 

processes, where stakeholders often have competing claims on natural 

resources. Multiple data collection techniques allowed us to 

reconstruct and understand critical events that led to the decision to 

depolder De Noordwaard. Within each critical event we describe and 

analyse how research and other resources were mobilised by 

policymakers and other stakeholders to open up or close down 

negotiation space. By doing so, this chapter contributes to insight into 

the factors that influence the effective mobilisation and contribution 

of research towards exploring sustainable solutions to complex 

environmental problems. 
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3.1 Introduction  
 

One of the largest challenges of our time is to find sustainable solutions to increasingly 

complex environmental problems. Complexity has two dimensions: firstly, the high level of 

uncertainty and ambiguity surrounding the nature of the problems; and secondly, the 

increasing number of stakeholders involved in exploring sustainable solutions. Complexity is 

not by definition a negative concept. The involvement of the general public, (agricultural) 

entrepreneurs, interest groups and other stakeholders could improve the quality of decision 

making by opening up the decision-making process towards seeking legitimate, feasible and 

context specific solutions (Huitema et al., 2009).  Nevertheless, natural resource management 

(NRM)  is often subject to adversarial or distributive negotiations and conflict. It is difficult 

to find one solution that fits all stakeholdersõ objectives, and land and other natural resources 

have characteristics (limited quantity, extractability, culturally defined meaning and 

unevenly distributed) that by their nature lead to conflict (Cloke and Park, 1985 p. 60). This 

often gives rise to people having competing claims on natural resources and their 

management.  

 

Most research strives to provide policymakers and other stakeholders with an objective body 

of knowledge to weigh up, justify and evaluate their decisions (Ozawa, 1996 p. 221; Turnhout 

et al., 2007). However, recent studies claim that research is rarely used in decentralized 

planning practice (cf. Opdam, 2006 p. 153). This has led us to rethink the concept of research 

effectiveness. Instead of fixed notions of research objectivity, credibility, legitimacy and 

relevance that can be attributed to the quality of the research itself, effectiveness becomes a 

social matter, where more subtle variables determine the impact of research in practice 

(Turnhout, 2009 p. 405). In line with Giller et al. (2008 p. 6), we believe that research in the 

context of competing claims may require new roles and responsibilities for research and 

researchers towards integrative negotiations and widening the space within which solutions 

can be sought.  

 

The objective of this chapter is to contribute to insight into the dynamics that influence the 

effective mobilisation and contribution of research to negotiation processes in the context of 

competing claims. In doing so, we hope to identify factors that determine how and to what 

extent research opens up or closes down space for stakeholders to explore sustainable 

solutions to complex environmental problems.  

 

Empirical data for this study were gathered by analysing the Dutch spatial planning 

procedure ôRoom for the Riverõ. Room for the River was initiated to explore and implement 

spatial security measures to accommodate water and increase the spatial quality of landscape, 

nature and culture. Our case study focused on the decision-making process that led to the 

depoldering of De Noordwaard, an agricultural area in the south-western part of the 

Netherlands, which is the most substantial of the Room for the River projects. Depoldering 

can best be described as returning a piece of reclaimed land (a polder) to the sea or river. 

 

  



Room for the River 

43 

3.2 Research, negotiation and space for change 
 

In recent years, interest in the policy-informing role of research and research organisations 

has grown considerably (Boaz et al., 2009 p. 255; Sterk et al., 2009 p. 434). Although we have 

good reasons to assume that research does contribute to sustainable decision making, 

experience shows that research is often not used in practice, or that it arrives in the public 

policy arena in fundamentally different ways than intended (Klosterman et al., 2009 p. 13, 19). 

It has increasingly become clear that societal actors should not be seen as passive and 

obedient adopters of science-based policy solutions (Beck, 1992; Wynne, 1996; Giller et al., 

2008). Moreover, more research does not solve multiple interpretation of problems and 

possible solutions, and it cannot prevent research and its results from being ambiguous and 

contested (van Bueren et al., 2003 p. 194). Other concepts used in this study are explained in 

the following two sections. 

 

3.2.1  Research and negotiation in the context of competing claims 
 

We start from the idea that research is strategically used by stakeholders to influence 

negotiation processes on spatial planning and NRM; we call this the ôcontexts of competing 

claimsõ. According to Funtowicz et al. (1999 p. 14): ò[T]he environment is a site of conflict 

between competing perspectives, values and interests, and the different groups and 

communities that represent them.ó Van Eeten (1999 p. 185) and Koppenjan and Klijn (2004 p. 

5-6) would describe such conflicts as òwicked problemsó, generally characterized by: (1) the 

involvement of many actors; (2) disagreement about the nature of the problem and the 

desired solutions; (3) highly complex decision making that is unsuitable for standard 

operation procedures and organisational arrangements; and (4) the blurring boundaries 

between research and politics. Many have described the need to facilitate harmonious 

communication between stakeholders so that they can develop new ð at least partly shared ð 

problem definitions and cognitions on the basis of creative, participatory social learning 

processes (Habermas, 1981; Cloke and Park, 1985; Röling, 1994). However, in practice these 

participatory decision-making processes often emerge as òarenas of struggleó and òdialogues 

of the deafó with stakeholders acting strategically, rather than communicatively (van Eeten, 

1999; Leeuwis, 2000; van Buuren and Edelenbos, 2004). òThe very spread and adoption by 

powerful actors of the language and discourse of participation and inclusion confuses 

boundaries of who has the authority and who does not, who should be ôinsideõ and who is on 

the ôoutsideõ of decision making and policy making arenasó (Gaventa, 2006 p. 23). 

 

As a possible solution, Giller et al. (2008) propose that, in the context of competing claims, 

negotiation should be at the heart of research approaches and conceptual frameworks, as it 

has the potential to enhance the constructive contribution of research to societal negotiation 

processes. The development of a negotiation framework to effectively mobilise and use 

research is also increasingly recognized as an essential component to promote sustainable 

development. 
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3.2.2 Research and space for change 

 

According to Leeuwis and Aarts (2011), space for change is a valuable concept for the analysis 

of the complex problems that are likely to be encountered in the context of competing claims. 

Negotiation processes are composed of stakeholders who are capable of strategizing and 

finding space for change in situations by manipulating resources and constraints (Villarreal, 

1992). Creating space for change implies a degree of consent, a degree of negotiation and a 

degree of power ð not necessarily power stored in a given economic or political position (cf. 

Gaventa, 2006), but the possibility of control, of privilege, of a degree of authority and ability, 

be it in the spotlight or backstage, for fleeting moments or for long periods (Villarreal, 1992). 

This change is not realized in the arbitrary, isolated and formalized space of a project, but 

arises from multiple interactions in and between networks, whereby phenomena like 

coincidence and self-organisation play an important role (Aarts and Leeuwis, 2010). In order 

to understand how research may create negotiation space for stakeholders, it is necessary to 

study the interactions and discourses in which research is packaged and mobilised (cf. Hajer, 

1995). 

 

For this study, space for change is conceptualized as the momentum or critical point at 

which the interaction and configuration between social-cultural, biophysical, economic, 

political and legal spaces or perspectives provide space for innovation, breakthroughs or 

decision making in negotiation processes. 

 

3.3 Research approach 
 

In order to understand the role and use of research, it is crucial to have insight into the 

specific characteristics and dynamics of the negotiation processes in which research is 

embedded and used (Turnhout et al., 2007 p. 216). A first step towards this is therefore the 

development of an empirically based understanding of how research performs in practice. 

This was one of the reasons for adopting a case-study approach that permitted us profound 

insight into complex processes, thereby providing holistic and meaningful empirical data of 

real-life events (Yin, 2003). The Room for the River programme complied with our main case-

study selection criteria. The project is characterized by high complexity regarding the nature 

of the problem and the wide variety of stakeholders involved. We decided to focus on De 

Noordwaard as this case provides a high level of competing claims, is well-documented, and 

is the most substantial measure within the Room for the River programme.  

 

Adopting a constructivist approach allowed us to step outside the constraining dualism of 

right and wrong, subjectivity and objectivity, and to focus on how these interpretations arose 

among stakeholders, and what sustained them (Jasanoff, 1996 p. 275). It helped to prevent us 

from taking a normative position, and provided access to different (sometimes competing) 

stakeholders ð all of which was necessary to develop a holistic understanding of the case.  

 

Data for this study were gathered between February and November of 2008. In a triangular 

fashion we have used multiple data collection techniques to describe the case. Initially, we 
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held four exploratory interviews with informants, who had a good historical overview of the 

case, without having a real stake in the problem. Subsequently, we held and recorded 12 in-

depth interviews with key informants representing the most important stakeholder groups. 

In addition we paid several visits to the area and conducted informal interviews during these 

visits. We analysed multiple sources of secondary data, including over 130 newspaper 

clippings, numerous policy documents, technical and scientific reports and articles, and 

minutes of polit ical and other meetings that enabled us to understand the case from multiple 

perspectives. It is important to mention that we would have liked to collect more data on 

negotiation by participating in the planning process. Unfortunately the ministry was not 

keen on granting us access to the negotiation process, principally because of the sensitivity of 

the process as well as trust issues between the government and the stakeholders in the area. 

 

Interviews with our key informants combined with secondary data analysis allowed us to 

reconstruct and interpret the process. We used timeline analysis to identify critical events in 

the process, analysed the role of research during these critical events and whether, how, and 

for whom research opened up or closed down space in the negotiations process. 

 

3.4 Setting the scene: Dutch water management 
 

Whoever writes about Dutch water management must mention the 1953 floods in the 

southwest of the Netherlands, as they have significantly influenced Dutch water management 

since then. During  the night of 31 January ð 1 February 1953 a spring tide and a north-western 

storm caused flooding that killed more than 1,800 people and led to the evacuation of 72,000 

people and huge economic damage (Ellemers, 1956 p. 7).  

 

The Dutch are known worldwide for their battle with water, but the high water periods of 

1993 and 1995 showed the inadequacy of dealing with peak discharges in the main rivers 

Rhine and Meuse. In January 1995, around 250,000 people and much livestock had to be 

evacuated from the Meuse floodplain as the water levels rose in areas where many homes had 

been built on or near the water meadows in the floodplain (Wiering and Driessen, 2001 p. 

286, 288). Although the levees along the rivers Rhine, Waal and IJssel held, the total 

economic damage was estimated at US$1 billion (van Stokkom et al., 2005 p. 78). 

Subsequently, the Dutch government was compelled to act and made a radical break, moving 

from vertical (levees) to horizontal (spatial) security provisions (Warner, 2008 p. 173). 

Shortly after the high water of 1995, the policy guideline Room for the River was established 

(De Boer, 2003 p. 33), and in 1997 the concept of Room for the River was officially introduced 

in the Fourth National Policy Document on Water Management by the Ministry of Transport, 

Public Works and Water Management (1997). In 2000, the Commission Water Policy for the 

21st century (Commission WB21) concluded a study recommending that besides traditional 

measures such as strengthening levees, the government should explore spatial measures that 

could accommodate water, and at the same time increase the spatial quality of landscape, 

nature and culture (Ministry of Transport Public Works and Water Management, 2000).  

 


















































































































































































































































































































































































