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Abstract
Incorporating public participation into planning and construction practice is challenging, however, it is seen as a pre-
requisite for the successful implementation of sustainable urban development. Sustainability certification schemes such 
as BREEAM have been instrumental in guiding practitioners and developers to plan, design and build to high sustain-
ability standards, yet the evidence for how these standards draw on and are framed by public participation inputs and 
processes is scarce. This paper unpacks such evidence concerning the application of BREEAM Communities in England, by 
examining data from 12 certified developments, selected out of 28 such developments, which is then analysed through 
Chantry’s heuristic of seven political spaces of citizen engagement. Overall, the study finds uneven levels of public 
engagement across the various political spaces of engagement. Requirements for public participation are stringent at 
the later ‘proposal’ and ‘implementation’ stages, with the potential to facilitate high-quality engagement. However, such 
requirements are vague or poor at the earlier ‘information provision’ and ‘deliberation’ stages, where the public should 
be provided with tools to generate realistic and informed proposals. The paper reflects on implications for BREAM Com-
munities processes and guidance and further extends Chantry’s heuristic by adding two new political spaces, ‘attitudes to 
participation’ and ‘timing of engagement’. This enhanced heuristic builds a more complete picture of the key politicised 
stages of the participation process during BREEAM Communities certification, and contributes to current theoretical and 
empirical debates on gauging the effectiveness of public participation in sustainable urban development not just in an 
English context but internationally.

1 Introduction

This paper explores how public participation is incorporated into the sustainability certification of design, masterplanning 
and infrastructure projects in England, with a particular focus on the Building Research Establishment Environmental 
Assessment Method for Communities (BREEAM Communities thereafter)—a sustainable certification scheme which 
scores projects against a list of criteria relating to the social, environmental and economic sustainability of spatial devel-
opment—in order to unpack lessons for a global audience. The importance of ‘public voice’ in decisions about the devel-
opment of the built environment has gained traction since the 1960’s [1] and has become, more recently, a prominent 
preoccupation for urban planning theory and practice [2]. Participatory planning, or planning that accounts for voices 
from the bottom, is challenging and has been labelled as tokenistic, involving citizens only in trivial planning decisions 
[3], however, innovative models and methods to facilitate better participation are being developed all the time [4, 5].

With a realisation that our world is interconnected and finite and that the climate crisis requires sustainable urban 
transformation, the sustainability agenda has also risen to the fore in urban planning debates [6]. This has been marked 
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in the built environment by the emergence of sustainability certifications: voluntary accreditation schemes that reward 
developers’ sustainability efforts with a credit-based score. Building-level sustainability certification schemes such as 
BREEAM New Construction in the UK and LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) in the US have been 
relatively well-used in the development sector since the 1990’s [7]. More recently, however, neighbourhood-level options 
have been developed such as BREEAM Communities and LEED-ND (LEED for Neighbourhood Development) to allow for 
the evaluation of buildings but also other aspects that are integral to sustainable built environments such as ‘spaces in-
between’ and ‘services provided’ [8]. Certification schemes provide an ideal platform to incorporate public participation 
into sustainability assessment, and BREEAM Communities is viewed as one of the most socially oriented and including 
the most stringent criteria for public engagement [9, 10]. However, critics argue that certification schemes are biased 
towards the environmental dimension of sustainability [11]; and often marginalize public participation, treating it as an 
ancillary rather than a core component of the development process [12] hence lacking substantive impact on decision-
making processes and project delivery [13].

This paper interrogates further such views by asking the following research question: How does BREEAM Communities 
facilitate, engage with and deliver on public participation requirements? To answer, it applies Chantry’s heuristic of seven 
political spaces [14] to a pool of BREEAM Communities-certified projects. In doing so, two important contributions are 
made. Theoretically, the paper tests the validity of an existing normative framework (Chantry’s heuristic) for discussing 
the quality of public participation in urban development processes [14], developing it further, hence contributing to 
theory-building. While many models discussing public participation exist, Chantry’s heuristic is unique to our knowledge 
by specifically contextualising such participation within spatial development processes such as urban design, masterplan-
ning and construction. The heuristic also attempts to combine two key research lenses within participation frameworks. 
Empirically, the paper draws on a representative sample of BREEAM Communities-certified projects in England, thus 
offering a relatively robust indication of public participation quality on the ground.

Following this introduction, the paper consists of six other sections. Section 2 reviews debates on participatory plan-
ning and sustainability certification schemes, and introduces Chantry’s heuristic as its analytical framework. Section 3 
looks at the paper’s methodological approach and Section 1 details the results. Section 4.3.1 discusses the findings and 
suggests further developments to Chantry’s heuristic. Finally, Sect. 6 concludes the paper and draws implications for 
theory and practice on a global scale.

2  Participatory planning and sustainability certification

Planning is a highly political process which aims to reconcile different party interests over the use and development 
of land and, the participation of the public in planning processes has been signposted in many countries across the 
world as a lever for democratisation of such interests, especially since the rise of social rights and environmental justice 
movements in the 1960s [15]. Public participation in planning is a widely acknowledged planning principle today, but 
its implementation varies significantly across planning traditions. Developed countries often lead in institutionalizing 
participatory planning mechanisms, while less developed countries face more challenges but also exhibit innovative 
grassroots planning initiatives; with transition countries navigating complex paths, which balance authoritarian legacies 
of the past with aspirations for more inclusive and democratic planning practices. Conceptually, this has been discussed 
by scholars under various schools of thought including ‘advocacy planning’ in the 1960s, where planners negotiated on 
behalf of the public [1]; ‘transactive planning’ in the 1970s, which stipulated that in-person participation should occur 
to include the public voice [16]; ‘communicative planning’ in the 1980s whereby for high-quality public engagement 
to occur, all stakeholders should be treated equally, and sufficient time should be allocated to allow them to deliberate 
and reach a consensus [17]; and, more recently, ‘collaborative planning’ which views the public as an important actor in 
balancing power dynamics within the planning process and highlights how collaboration between interest groups can 
build mutual understanding across society, fostering more positive planning outcomes for all [18, 19]. Accommodating 
the public view and allowing for representation and democracy in planning processes is even more relevant today and a 
timely push-back to the rise of the neoliberal agenda which favours private sector interests over those of the public [20].

Many scholars, however, argue that these principles are overly idealistic, particularly in a neoliberal planning context 
where stakeholders are rarely given the absolute freedom to contribute their ideas and debate [21, 22]. It is unclear 
whether high-quality public participation can be achieved, with real-life engagement practice being challenged in 
many planning contexts [23, 24]. Eriksson and colleagues discuss the who and how of public participation, two contested 
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dimensions: ‘who is involved’ usually represents the already-privileged voices in society while the marginalised ones are 
excluded; and ‘how engagement occurs’ can be problematic, raising questions about the extent to which the public is 
involved [25]. The public can often be afforded little agency to make proposals [24] and can be manipulated to consider 
only certain ideas [26], giving other parties such as developers and planners the power to ‘frame’ the public views as 
‘extended self-interests’ to devalue their importance [27]. Equally, public input can be limited by the timing of the engage-
ment process, with developers choosing to conduct this after major project decisions have been made [27]. At the same 
time, sustainability-related debates around energy decentralisation and planning practice argue that public views do not 
always align well with wider sustainability concerns, as they are usually anti-development of any kind and anchored in 
locality [6, 15, 28]. Beierle and Koninsky argue that there is reason for guarded optimism regarding public participation in 
environmental planning, as the public is composed of diversified interests and perspectives which can counteract wider 
environmental concerns [29]; and Agyeman and Evans note that most environmental planning processes are framed by 
power dynamics that determine who gets to make decisions and who is excluded hence, marginalising local communi-
ties and failing to account for their knowledge and needs [30]. This is to say that public participation can sometimes be 
co-opted by powerful interests, leading to outcomes that favour certain groups over others [31]. This echoes findings 
from research in political ecology, which has found that government agencies and other powerful stakeholders strive 
to ‘contain the heterogeneity of discourses’ to ensure the collaborative process fits ‘predetermined goals’ [32].

Public participation, however, remains at the heart of planning scholarship. More recently, digital participation has 
been highlighted as holding the potential to enhance the breadth and depth of public participation [33, 34], despite 
potentially exclusionary applications, determined by the lack of access to the internet or inability to use the technology 
[35]. It is also acknowledged as an important dimension of sustainable places and communities [36, 37]. Hence, public 
participation requirements and mechanisms have been included in many tools and frameworks that support sustain-
able built environment practice, with sustainability certification schemes being one such example. These are voluntary 
accreditations that allow developers to display their sustainability performance and so, increase their credentials [38].

Accreditation schemes such as BREEAM in the UK and LEED in the US have experienced a relatively high uptake since 
the 1990s. While these two are relatively established and popular with developers worldwide, others exists such as 
CASBEE in Japan, DGNB in Germany, Miljobyggnad in Sweden, Green Star in Australia, Green Mark in Singapore, TREES 
in Thailand and so on. They are voluntary, credit-based tools for assessing sustainability performance, across a number 
of dimensions including environmental, social and/or economic aspects, and facilitating informed decisions for sustain-
able development in the built environment [7]. It is argued that they contribute to the operationalisation of sustainable 
development in the development sector while adding a premium to property values [7, 39], but also encourage sustain-
able practices more widely across the building industry, better environmental performance [40] and provide developer 
access to financial incentives such as tax rebates, grants, and reduced insurance premiums [41]. But they come with 
their own limitations. They can be biased towards environmental dimensions of sustainability, followed by social and 
economic [11], promoting the use of ‘light green’ sustainability strategies that fail to account for contextual specificity 
[42]; and are subjective, that is to say that different schemes and assessors can produce different scores for the same 
building [43, 44]. Moreover, since accreditation is threshold-based, developers can ‘manipulate’ scores to achieve the 
maximum result with minimal costs, i.e. aim for credits that are easy to implement at the expense of those with greater 
benefits sustainability-wise or aim for the lowest necessary credits to reach a threshold [45]. The development of cer-
tification criteria has mirrored wider developments in sustainability discourse since the early 1990s and Turcu offers a 
detailed discussions of their types, classifications and specific focus within the wider claim of sustainability [7]. Namely, 
prioritising environmental sustainability criteria such as energy use, pollution and biodiversity, to start with, and followed 
by economic sustainability aspects such as number of jobs and business activity; most criteria being easy to quantify 
and drawing on already existing data. Increasing attention to social sustainability aspects since the late 1990s and early 
2000s has put criteria such as public participation at the heart of sustainability accreditation and BREEAM Communities 
is perhaps the first to include such ‘social’ requirements [10].

BREEAM Communities was launched in 2009, to certify the sustainability performance of large-scale residential and 
mixed-use developments, in a three-step assessment process: ‘establishing the principle of development’; ‘determin-
ing the layout of the development’; and ‘designing the details’ [46]. Much of the relevant literature is descriptive and 
case-study-based. Comparisons exist between BREEAM Communities and LEED-ND certified developments, examining 
indicators, weightings etc. [11]; and more critical views refer to its contextual inadequacy and recommend a better use 
of public participation to improve contextual relevance [47, 48]. BREEAM Communities certification is done across six 
dimensions, ranging from ‘energy’ to ‘ecology’, and including ‘governance’ which is broken down into four further cri-
teria aimed at gauging public participation throughout the development process (see the following section for more 
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detail) [46]. Despite the inclusion, however, there is little evidence of how effective these criteria are at work in the UK 
or elsewhere. One exception is Oliver and Pearl’s study which discusses one BREEAM Communities development in 
Malmo, Sweden [49]. They find that the public has been given little opportunity to influence the project because public 
consultation was conducted too late in the process [49]. This paper aims to contribute to the debate on the efficacy of 
BREEAM Communities criteria for public participation.

The level and quality of public participation is not always easy to assess, but several conceptual frameworks do exist. 
The first important example is Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation, which ranks public engagement on nine levels: 
manipulation, therapy, informing, consultation, placation, partnership, delegated power and control [50]. Since Arnstein, 
scholarship concerning public participation frameworks has developed along two broad lines: ‘ladder’ studies that have 
directly taken inspiration from Arnstein’s work and further tried to operationalise public participation including Hart’s 
ladder of children participation, and Pretty’s typology, among others [51, 52]; and ‘politicising’ studies which have built 
on Arnstein to emphasise the agency-power dimension of public participation, such as Treseder’s degrees of participa-
tion, White’s typology of interests, Shier’s pathways of participation, Badham’s and Davies’ matrix of participation and 
Reed et al.’s wheel/theory of participation [53–57].

While the first category of participation framework-based studies are important as a metaphor and present useful 
graphical illustrations of participation quality, they do not engage much with the numerous relational complexities that 
contribute to good quality participation which have been highlighted in both planning and political ecology scholar-
ship [24–27, 30–32]; namely, issues of power, conduct and intention. It is here where the second category of ‘politicising’ 
frameworks add value, by examining the contradictions between the aspiration of access to power and status by the 
powerless, and the potential for restriction and control by the powerful. It is also this second line of inquiry that this 
paper aligns with, however, fewer participation framework-based studies have looked at the politics of public participa-
tion in the built environment context. One exception is Chantry’s heuristic of citizen engagement, initially created for 
the context of smart city planning [14]. Chantry categorises engagement across seven distinct yet interlinked ‘political 
spaces’ (selection, design, information, deliberation, formation, discourse and implementation) which are shown in Fig. 1, 
each integral to the overall quality of participation and each able to afford citizens different degrees of control [14]. Each 
political space is further nuanced across five degrees of public participation, rated from 1 (the lowest) to 5 (the highest). 
In other words, the higher the cumulative score across the seven political spaces, the higher the extent and quality of 
public participation in the planning process [14]. Visualising and examining these multiple ‘spaces’ of engagement as 
distinct facets of public participation allows a more granular analysis to be achieved, combining the graphical illustration 
and appreciation of relational complexities from both categories of studies described above. For this reason, alongside its 
explicit focus on participation in built environment planning, Chantry’s heuristic provides the conceptual and analytical 
framework for analysing the quality of public participation in BREEAM Communities processes in what follows.

3  Methodology

This paper builds on a mixed-method research design, with a predominant focus on qualitative data, which was devel-
oped in three stages. First, a scoping survey was conducted across all BREEAM Communities-certified and registered 
developments in England, to ensure representation of findings. Second, 12 certified developments were selected and, 
third, interviews with 8 BREEAM Communities assessors were conducted using Chantry’s heuristic to guide the interview 
protocol and analysis of data [14]. These are discussed in more detail below.

The scoping survey entailed a quantitative analysis of the frequency and range of BREEAM Communities certifications 
in England. Data was collected where available on location, name of developer and BREEAM Communities assessor, type 
of development and certification scores, to understand the spatial distribution of such certified developments and iden-
tify their broad characteristics. To do so, the Greenbook Live database was searched in August 2022 [58]. Greenbook is 
a live database, powered by the British Research Establishment (BRE), the creator of BREEAM Communities certification 
scheme, which is updated daily. In total, 28 projects were identified as BREEAM Communities-certified with 31 BREEAM 
Communities named assessors.

In terms of project selection, all 31 BREEAM Communities assessors were contacted via email with eight agreeing to 
participate in the study (coded Assessor 1–8). All interviewees had assessed at least one BREEAM Communities project 
listed in the database, with some assessing more than one. In total, 12 projects were assessed by the eight interviewed 
assessors (see Table 1).
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Fig. 1  Chantry’s seven politi-
cal spaces of citizen engage-
ment [14]
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The eight BREEAM Communities assessors were interviewed to provide an understanding of the amount and quality 
of public participation in each project. The interview protocol followed Chantry’s heuristic, asking interviewees questions 
about the criteria for selecting the public for consultation, the design of the public consultation and information provided, 
deliberation and proposal formation processes, as well as overall discourse and implementation of project proposals. 
Additional questions were asked to gauge the assessors’ experiences of the BREEAM Communities assessments and to 
understand whether there were other factors, external to Chantry’s heuristic, that influenced the extent and quality of 
public participation. During the interview process, it was clear that discourse production and proposal implementation 
would not be sufficiently covered to assess, the former due to the need for detailed documents not always in the public 
domain and the latter because of the same reason as well as the fact that multiple BREEAM Communities projects were 
not completed at the time of interview. This should be addressed in further research, perhaps specifically examining 
these spaces of engagement.

The interviews were selectively transcribed and relevant sections were coded with Atlas.ti, a software programme 
which orders, codes and compares text, to draw out patterns from the data [59]. Etic codes, analytical tags derived from 
Chantry’s heuristic, were generated, including ‘information’, ‘consultation’ and ‘feedback’. Emic codes, those emerging 
organically from the interview transcript, were also generated such as ‘developer attitude’, ‘assessor attitude’, ‘mandatory’ 
and ‘time’. This permitted a structured yet flexible approach to data analysis [60]. While the etic codes helped reinforce 
the utility of the analytical framework, the emic codes informed the development of additional political spaces of public 
participation outside such framework, strengthening further its contextualisation and application potential. The devel-
opment of these spaces also supports findings from the existing literature [20–23, 27].

4  BREEAM Communities and public participation

4.1  The ‘big’ picture

BREEAM Communities was developed by BRE (Building Research Establishment) in 2009 (since updated in 2012) as a 
neighbourhood sustainability certification scheme [11, 46, 48]. The scheme assesses large mixed-use and residential 
developments across six themes: governance; social and economic well-being; resource and energy; land use and ecol-
ogy; and transport and movement [38]. Developers accrue credits that add up to a rating: Unclassified (< 30), Pass (30–44), 
Good (45–54), Very Good (55–69), Excellent (70–84) or Outstanding (85 +) [46]. Some credits are mandatory, meaning 
they are necessary to receive any classification. Each of the six categories contributes different weights to the overall 
classification; Governance holds a 9.3% weighting. Within Governance there are four criteria, each attributed with ‘credits’ 
contributing to the overall certification score (see Table 2). These criteria appear broad, failing to explicitly address key 
determinants of good quality engagement identified in the literature, including participant agency, power imbalances 
between stakeholders, engagement timing and participant inclusion [21–27].

The total of twenty-eight BREEAM Communities-certified projects registered with Greenbook Live is a small num-
ber when compared with BREEAM-certified projects since 1990, which stands at 1239 [61],—this can be explained by 
the 20-year head-start of BREEAM on BREEAM Communities, but also by the complex nature of BREEAM Communities 
assessments. The spatial distribution of BREEAM Communities projects is uneven across England, with the majority in the 
South-East of England (16). The concentration of projects in Hampshire (10), and Eastleigh in particular, as well as Bristol 
(2), can be explained by their local authorities’ respective decisions to make BREEAM Communities a mandatory part of 
the planning approval for developments over a certain size (Assessor 2 and Assessor 5). Half of the projects (11) received 
scores above the Pass threshold, as Outstanding (3), Excellent (5), Very Good (2) and Good (1). The other half (10) was rated 
as ‘0% Pass’- where a project was certified at Step 1 but either ceased to fully certify for Stage 2 and Stage 3 or were still 
undertaking assessment (Assessor 6). In terms of type, the certified projects were either residential (12) or mixed-use (8).

All twelve projects employed some form of public engagement initiative or had detailed consultation plans with intent 
to do so, enabling an assessment of each project’s performance on the first five political spaces on Chantry’s heuristic 
[14]. There was a significant overlap in the type of engagement techniques used across the projects, which resonates 
with Faulconbridge’s reference to generic ‘light green’ techniques for community participation [42]. Low maintenance 
techniques included letter drops, used to reach out to marginalised groups who would otherwise not hear about a project 
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and its consultation events (Assessor 1, Assessor 7 and Assessor 8); and questionnaires, which were delivered to residents’ 
doors, containing information about the project with space to submit feedback for collection (Assessor 3 and Assessor 4).

In-person engagement events were used by all twelve projects. They were either framed as charettes, workshops, 
meetings or consultations. However, all contained similar activities: a presentation about the project, created by the 
developer or architect and either delivered by themselves or an independent PR company (Assessor 1—8); and display 
boards with site plans or potential designs for participants to look at (Assessor 1; Assessor 8). After digesting this informa-
tion, participants were able to ask questions to developers, architects and other experts such as ecologists or transport 
planners in attendance, although it was more common for only the developer and architect to be present (Assessor 6; 
Assessor 8). There would also be a verbal opportunity to submit feedback to the developer (Assessor 1; Assessor 2; Asses-
sor 6; Assessor 8). These events were often open invites, relying on the community actively seeking to attend (Assessor 
2), with a minority relying on online participation techniques (Assessor 6).

Each project has been placed on Chantry’s heuristic in Fig. 2. The highest scoring project was One Horton Heath (17), 
followed by Battersea Power Station and Pembers Hill Park (both 16), and Boorley Green, North Stoneham Park and 
Pylands Lane (all 15). All remaining projects received a score of thirteen, aside from Redcliffe Quarter which received 
twelve. Across the political spaces of citizen selection and design of engagement content, all projects scored similarly. 
The differentiating political spaces were information provision, deliberation and proposal formation. Concerning infor-
mation provision, Battersea Power Station had over fifty-five events exclusively delivered by an independent engage-
ment consultant, Cascade, ensuring that community members received knowledge and guidance that was unable to be 
directly manipulated by the developer (Assessor 4). Meanwhile, many other projects like Worcester 6 Business Park and 
Crowdhill Green contained presentations delivered directly by the developer or their contracted architect (Assessor 3; 8). 
The projects that scored higher under deliberation and proposal formation developed engagement formats that were 
more primed for co-design and open conversations than feedback-giving. For example, One Horton Heath established 
a ‘Local Development Forum’ that engaged Parish Councillors, youth leaders, residents and school leaders with the pro-
ject design team over twelve sessions (Assessor 5). This enabled community members to develop detailed, considered 
proposals that would be more likely to be incorporated into the final project. Meanwhile, the Redcliffe Quarter contained 
no space for deliberation; instead, the community were ‘briefed’ and then asked for feedback via a community group 
meeting, an online form or posted letters from the letter drop (Assessor 7). Below is a detailed overview of the projects’ 
assessment within each political space.

Table 1  The twelve BREEAM Communities projects certified by the eight interviewed assessors that were examined in this paper

Project Location Developer Type of develop-
ment

Score Assessor Code

Pylands Lane Eastleigh, Hampshire Ashill Developments Residential 89.1% Out-
standing

Assessor 2

North Stoneham Park Eastleigh, Hampshire, SO50 
9HP

Highwood Land LLP Mixed-Use 75.9% Excellent Assessor 2

Boorley Green Eastleigh, Hampshire, SO31 
8GQ

Ashill Developments Mixed-Use 74.6% Excellent Assessor 2

Pembers Hill Park Fair Oak, Hampshire
SO50 7EA

Pembers LLP Residential 70.1% Excellent Assessor 3

Crowdhill Green Fair Oak, Hampshire Blor Homes/Linden Homes Residential 70% Excellent Assessor 1 
Assessor 3

Worcester 6 Business 
Park

Worcester, Worcestershire, 
WR3

Stoford Developments Commercial 56.2% Very 
Good

Assessor 8

One Horton Heath Horton Heath, Hampshire, 
SO50

Horton Heath Limited Mixed-Use 0% Pass Assessor 5

Battersea Power Station London,
SW11 5BN

Battersea Project Land Com-
pany Ltd

Mixed Use 0% Pass Assessor 4

Clarence Road Bristol, BS4 N/A N/A N/A Assessor 6
Fishponds Bristol, BS16 N/A N/A N/A Assessor 6
Bristol Zoo Gardens Bristol, BS8 N/A N/A N/A Assessor 6
Redcliff Quarter Bristol, BS1 N/A N/A N/A Assessor 7
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4.2  Political spaces of public participation

All projects assessed in this research employed a similar citizen selection technique, allowing any participant to partici-
pate at their own discretion by choosing to turn up. Design of engagement content presented a similarly uniform picture, 
with all projects designed by either the developer exclusively or alongside external consultants. In terms of information 
provision, almost all projects included information provision that was primarily delivered by the developer, limiting 
objectivity; just one project (Battersea Power Station) indicated that the majority of information provision was provided 
by external stakeholders. All except one project (Redcliffe Quarter) gave some time for participants to deliberate, but 
only one (One Horton Heath) provided extensive space to deliberate; most projects failed to provide sufficient time or 
stakeholders to deliberate with. Within proposal formation, six projects only allowed participants to act as feedback 
givers; whereas four projects allowed participants to make wider comments and submit broad ideas. Only two projects 
went as far as affording participants the ability to make concrete proposals about specific project elements.

Citizen selection is integral to engagement quality as it determines whether a range of people/communities is/
are included in consultation [14]. All of the BREEAM Communities projects discussed by assessors employed a form of 
self-selection, achieving + 3 on Chantry’s heuristic [14]. Much of the engagement events took the format of town hall 
meetings, where participants could turn up on their own accord to learn about the project, ask questions and deliver 
their feedback (Assessor 1, 2, 4, 6 and 8). This was often coupled with letter drops, encouraging hard-to-reach groups to 
attend (Assessor 1, 8). This follows the BREEAM Communities technical manual (GO01 Consultation Plan) which recom-
mends that developers must account for an “approach that … targets and provides for minority and ‘hard to reach’ groups” 
[46]. Whilst this represents a proactive attempt to include a diversity of voices, these methods still relied on participants 
making an active choice to come to the engagement if they were interested or available. One interviewee highlighted 
a more efficient technique in an engagement process they had experienced outside the BREEAM Communities projects 
they assessed: “going out and meeting these groups” at their local places and bringing the consultation process to them, 
whether this is at a youth centre, a supermarket or a shopping complex (Assessor 2). This method requires community 
members to make less of an active effort and difficult-to-reach or marginalised groups are more likely to get involved.

The design of engagement content is important as it determines how the community can participate and which 
project areas they can comment on [14]. All projects contained engagement activities designed so that citizens could 
contribute in at least some capacity. Some engagements were designed by independent consultants and delivered 
independently, such as Cascade delivering Battersea Power Station’s engagements (Assessor 2, 4, 5). This meant that 
developers were unable to directly input into the format of the engagement, say, by reducing or augmenting the time 

Table 2  Four criteria of BREEAM Communities that relate to public participation

Criteria Description Status Credits available

GO01 Consultation Plan Ensuring that ‘the needs, ideas and 
knowledge of the community are used 
to improve the quality of stakeholder 
engagement, throughout the design, 
planning and construction process’ [36]

Mandatory for step 1 1

GO02 Consultation and Engage-
ment

Ensuring that ‘the needs, ideas and 
knowledge of the community and 
key stakeholders are used to improve 
the quality and acceptability of the 
development throughout the design 
process’ [36]

Mandatory for step 2 2

GO03 Design review Ensuring that ‘the masterplan’s design is 
reviewed by the community and other 
key stakeholders, ensuring that it sup-
ports a vibrant, healthy, functional and 
inclusive development’ [36]

Voluntary 2

GO04 Community management of 
facilities

Ensuring communities are supported to 
take an ‘active involvement in develop-
ing, managing and/or owning selected 
facilities’ [36]

Voluntary 3
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allocated to discussions or talking about certain topics. However, it is hard to determine exactly how independent the 
facilitators were in designing the engagement, as they were still contracted by the developer. For this reason, all projects 
were limited to + 2 on Chantry’s heuristic [14]. The BREEAM Communities compliance notes (GO01 Consultation Plan) 
demonstrate that engagement design is at least somewhat quality-assured, stating that the developer’s Consultation 
Plan is required to highlight ‘points at which the community and other stakeholders can usefully contribute’ and include 
‘information relating to their level of involvement’; while the overall consultation process is required to cover certain 
themes, including ‘impacts of the development upon the surrounding community’ and ‘design quality’ [46]. For this reason, 
no projects received the lowest score on Chantry’s heuristic [14].

Giving citizens access to impartial and plentiful information is essential to ensure public participation produces good 
outcomes [14]. Information provision ranged in quality across the projects. All 12 projects provided some form of infor-
mation, such as verbal presentations, information boards in consultation spaces or letters delivered to citizens’ houses 
(Assessor 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8). However, some interviewees indicated that it was the developer or those employed 
by the developer who delivered presentations and produced the information (Assessor 6, 8), meaning citizens were at 
risk of receiving narrowly framed information. Equally, some engagement formats provided very minimal information 
to citizens with letters, for example, allocating minimal space for sufficient details to be included (Assessor 4). Without 
sufficient prior knowledge of the project, it may have been hard for citizens receiving this letter to contribute [14].

Deliberation is equally important to engagement quality, determining the ability of key stakeholders (including 
citizens) to debate with each other and produce well-refined ideas. Most projects ranked poorly in terms of deliberation 
quality, as the style of engagement activities and poor provision of information gave little space for citizens to discuss 
ideas with each other or the developers, limiting their ability to refine their ideas before thinking of proposals. Assessor 
6 noted that:

“If someone has a point but perhaps isn’t communicating it very well…you want to have the opinions but you want 
someone there with the technical know-how, with the evidence, with research to kind of guide them a little bit”.

Even when there was a type of meeting whereby citizens could spend time asking questions to developers and 
speaking with each other, in many cases not all relevant project team members were present. In one project only the 
developer, architect and transport consultant were present, but an ecologist would have been useful to answer relevant 
questions (Assessor 6). In another project, it was stated that a local authority planner might have been useful to comment 
on the feasibility of the public’s requests alongside the developer in the room, as much of the conversation between 
developers and planners happened outside of the public eye (Assessor 1). One interviewee reported “private feedback 
sessions” organised by the developers and local authority (Assessor 8). This fragmentation of stakeholder conversations 
meant that citizens were unable to access all relevant stakeholders to know the overall direction of the discussion, and 
therefore fit their ideas within proposals or planning requirements. One Horton Heath was an exception, as the project 
developed a ‘Local Development Forum’ with residents and other community representatives, allowing them to discuss 
with each other and the design team over 12 sessions before making proposals (Assessor 5).

Proposal formation represents the moment at which citizens give their ideas about a project to developers, arguably 
the principal concern of the engagement process [14]. Projects were ranked as + 2, + 3 and + 4 on Chantry’s heuristic. 
The town-hall events allowed citizens to act as feedback-givers, responding either broadly or specifically to prompts 
from presentations and display boards, meanwhile questionnaires and letters delivered to citizens allowed for similar 
quality of proposal making but without the prompts. More advanced activities were described as ‘workshops’, whereby 
citizens had more time and ability to work with stakeholders to produce more detailed proposals (Assessor 3, 4, 5). Even 
so, some workshops afforded more agency to participants than others, with Pembers Hill Park and One Horton Heath 
demonstrating that concrete proposals could be given. Again, compliance with BREEAM Communities ensured that 
all projects avoided a score of + 1, as GO02 Consultation and Engagement requires that “knowledge of the community 
and key stakeholders are used to improve the quality and acceptability of the development” in at least some form [46].

Discourse production is an important aspect of engagement quality, as it determines how engagement outcomes are 
framed, with the potential to influence citizens and further engagement that follows [14]. However, this political space sits 
outside the BREEAM assessment process; there were no specific requirements within the manual stipulating the control 
or regulation of discourse produced in the consultation process. Instead, this political space lay at the intersection of one 
or a combination of stakeholders, including local authorities, developers and consultants. Hence, it was outside the scope 
of the research, as it was unable to be gained from BREEAM assessor interviews and would have required an extensive 
and additional review of engagement documentation. Interviewing all the stakeholders involved in discourse produc-
tion and reflecting on its ‘construction’ and power dynamics, and any subsequent implications for public engagement 
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framing, is a potential direction of future research in which the relation to ‘official attitudes of engagement’ (discussed 
below) can be built on. This also indicates that BREEAM Communities should look to incorporate requirements relating 
to discourse production in public participation.

Citizen 
selection

+1 +2 +3

All projects 

+4 +5

Design of 
engagement 
content  

+1 +2

All projects

+3 +4 +5

Information 
provision

+1 +2

Crowdhill Green 

+3

Battersea Power station 

+4 +5

Pembers Hill Park

One Horton Heath

Worcester 6 Business Park

Zoo Gardens

Fishponds

Clarence Road

Pylands Lane

North Stoneham Park

Boorley Green

Redcliffe Quarter

+1 +2

Crowdhill Green

+3

Battersea Power Station 

+4 +5

Worcester 6 Business Park Pembers Hill Park

Redcliffe Quarter One Horton Heath

Zoo Gardens Pylands Lane

Fishponds North Stoneham Park

Clarence Road Boorley Green

Deliberation +1

Redcliffe 

Quarter

+2

Crowdhill Green 

+3

One Horton Heath

+4 +5

Pembers Hill Park

Battersea Power Station

Worcester 6 Business Park

Zoo Gardens

Fishponds

Clarence Road

Pylands Lane 

North Stoneham Park

Boorley Green

Proposal 
formation

+1 +2

Crowdhill Green 

+3

Battersea Power Station

+4

Pembers Hill 

Park

+5

Worcester 6 Business Park Pylands Lane

Redcliffe Quarter North Stoneham Park

Zoo Gardens Boorley Green One Horton 

HeathFishponds

Clarence Road

Discourse 
production

+1

n/a

+2

n/a

+3

n/a

+4

n/a

+5

n/a

Proposal 
implementati
on

x0

n/a

x1

n/a

x2

n/a

x3

n/a

x4

n.a

Fig. 2  An indicative ranking of the BREEAM Communities projects according to Chantry’s political spaces of citizen engagement heuristic 
[11]
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Proposal implementation is the final political space on Chantry’s heuristic [14]. This is the stage at which the public 
voice is turned into concrete action. Due to the fact that some projects had not fully completed at the time of inter-
views, an assessment of proposal implementation quality was also infeasible in this research. To do so, a more granular 
understanding of the substance of public sentiment and how they were incorporated into each project would have been 
required, including research into developer documentation which is not in the public domain. Even so, it is reassuring to 
know that the BREEAM Communities guidance (GO02 Consultation and Engagement) requires high levels of transpar-
ency here and requires developers to provide consultees with a summary of how their questions and concerns were 
addressed, including clear explanations of why some were considered while others rejected [46]. Furthermore, when 
discussing anecdotally this stage of engagement, assessors had mixed experiences with proposal implementation qual-
ity. In one good practice project, the developer clearly listened to and addressed the public’s concerns: from early on it 
was clear that citizens wanted to address youth unemployment in the area, so developers included in the masterplan a 
youth training academy to give local young people access to skills and training (Assessor 4). However, interviewees were 
wary of the power developers hold and there was scepticism towards developers’ willingness to take on the public’s 
suggestions, especially if they were high-cost (Assessor 1). It would therefore appear that BREEAM Communities’ stipula-
tions can still fail to prevent reasonable requests from being ignored. A thorough examination of developers’ responses 
to public concerns and suggestions is another potential direction for future research that can shed more light on how 
public ideas are accepted or rejected throughout the development and how this relates to ‘official attitudes to engage-
ment’ discussed below.

4.3  New spaces of public participation

Chantry’s heuristic was useful in assessing the in-engagement factors affecting public participation quality in BREEAM 
Communities projects. However, due to the nature of its conception, stemming from document analysis [14], the heu-
ristic did not include more contextual factors that were found in this research and highlighted in the literature. When 
looking outside the bounds of Chantry’s model and producing etic codes from the interview data, two additional fac-
tors affecting engagement quality became clear: official attitudes—of developers, assessors and local authorities—to 
engagement and engagement timing, both of which impacted the quality of public participation across different projects. 
Almost all projects implied the importance of official attitudes in some way, but the most obvious stakeholder influence 
was the developer, with all Assessors implying the significance of their influence. Three Assessors explicitly identified 
the importance of the local authority, whilst only Assessor 2 identified the importance of assessor attitudes. Regarding 
engagement timing, six Assessors discussed the timing of engagement activity when describing participation in their 
project, but only two Assessors identified this as a key determinant of public participation quality.

4.3.1  Developer attitudes

Open-minded developers, with a genuine interest in delivering sustainability, were salient to the success of public par-
ticipation (Assessor 3), while other developers treated the certification as a tick-box exercise so citizens’ thoughts would 
not be comprehensively taken into account and engagements would be rushed (Assessor 4). Assessor 2 builds on this 
point, suggesting that developers can sometimes try to reduce the length of consultation to make it easier to sell the 
development:

“they may or may not want to do a more extensive consultation exercise [because] they don’t want to stir up too much 
enthusiasm locally, in case they raise expectations and start being asked for things that they feel will make it too difficult 
to sell the site on to volume home builders”

Equally, developers who had a long-term stake in the land they were developing were more likely to treat the public 
engagement elements with sincerity, as they had a vested interest in keeping the local community happy (Assessor 2).

4.3.2   Assessor attitudes

Both the assessor and developer engage in a ‘negotiation’ at the start of the BREEAM Communities process, whereby 
they agree on the credits to go for and those to ignore (Assessor 1). As such, the assessor can influence the extent to 
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which developers conduct public engagement; if they have a sufficient level of knowledge, they would be able to 
recommend consultation techniques that produce high-quality engagement. The interviewee with the most certified 
projects believed that assessors are not pushing developers hard enough (Assessor 2). When developers submit public 
consultation plans, they should push back by saying: ‘I don’t think it’s broad enough’, ‘I don’t think you’ve considered 
these groups’ or ‘I don’t think you’ve identified the sorts of places where you’re going to get the right kind of feedback 
from’ (Assessor 2). The same interviewee reported how they could influence the action taken on a public concern when 
the developer was vague about bus provision:

“I think they were saying you know a bus could be provided…you have to say a bus will be provided, it is being provided…
it’s got to be definite because if it’s not definite it’s likely to be…dropped…you’ve got the volume home builders coming 
in and if they can get out of doing something they’ll get out of doing something” (Assessor 2).

4.3.3  Local authority attitudes

Many of the certified projects were completed under the jurisdiction of Eastleigh Borough Council, with ten out of 28 
certified projects in the county of Hampshire. Eastleigh made BREEAM Communities a planning requirement for all major 
developments (Assessor 2, 5). Bristol also made BREEAM Communities a planning requirement, however, on multiple 
occasions the local authority deemed BREEAM Communities too arduous to complete for a medium-sized development, 
so they dropped it (Assessor 6). Therefore, even if BREEAM Communities is recommended in planning requirements, 
its application or lack thereof can rely on the local authority’s discretion on a project-by-project basis. As a result, any 
engagement standards upheld by BREEAM Communities are liable to slip.

A granular exploration of the relationship between all stakeholder attitudes, discourse production and proposal imple-
mentation (the political spaces not assessed in this project) would be a valuable avenue for future research considering 
the identification above that these stakeholders hold a strong influence over public participation outputs.

4.3.4  Engagement timing

Timing is an important factor that affects the quality of public engagement [27]. Whilst BREEAM Communities provides 
a guideline for sustainable developments, all projects are also required to go through the planning process, which has 
its own requirements and timelines. BREEAM Communities is flexible as to the time at which public consultation should 
take place. Indeed, some assessors reported consultation processes happening before planning permission was granted 
(Assessor 4, 6) whilst others reported this occurring after (Assessor 1, 3, 7, 8). One interviewee reported how a developer 
commenced consultation very early in the design process, viewed as a key reason for the success of the process (Assessor 
4), while another commented on how conducting public consultation post-planning permission presented problems, 
as ‘the developer might agree with something the citizens have said and if they take it to planning, because they have to make 
changes to something, the planners might not agree with it’ (Assessor 1). Overall, it seems that introducing public consulta-
tion late in the development process reduces the quality and outcomes of engagement in BREEAM Communities-assessed 
projects, which compliments findings elsewhere [49].

5  Extending the Chantry heuristic

The analysis above has implications for how public consultation in BREEAM Communities, specifically, and sustainability 
certification schemes, more generally, are conceptualised and applied, adding to wider debates on public engagement in 
planning and built environment processes. Chantry’s heuristic has provided a conceptual and analytical starting point for 
discussing public participation in BREEAM Communities processes, by looking at political spaces of citizen engagement 
which are each intrinsic to determining the extent and quality of public consultation [14]. It has been instrumental in 
highlighting political spaces that BREEAM Communities facilitates well, and those which were less well dealt with, across 
a representative pool of projects. For example, the heuristic identified that BREEAM Communities ensures that citizen 
selection is above minimum practice: self-selection, + 2, being the minimum requirement for BREEAM Communities com-
pliance. Contrastingly, the framework highlighted that the space of deliberation was rather less protected by BREEAM 
Communities, as developers were able to conduct engagement methods that provided minimal space for deliberation 
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(via methods like letter drops and feedback questionnaires), while discourse production and proposal implementation 
were unable to be mapped onto Chantry’s framework due to project finalisation and documentation constraints.

However, additional factors that influence the quality of engagement have emerged during this analysis: official 
attitudes to and timing of public consultation, also noted by the literature on public engagement [24–27]. These add to 
Chantry’s distinct ‘political spaces’ that bear influence at the start of the engagement process [14]. Engagement timing 
has been added to the heuristic (see Fig. 3), as the first political space, representing how the decision on when to engage 
happens before engagement activity has commenced. The lowest score is received for all engagements occurring after 
planning permission has been granted. Meanwhile, the highest score describes engagement that commences before 
planning permission and continues throughout the planning process. This addition aligns with Oliver and Pearl’s find-
ings that engagement conducted too late in the development process reduces the potential for the public’s input [49]. 
The attitudes of ‘officials’ such as developers, assessors or local authorities is also added to the heuristic as a political 
space, reflective of how such attitudes can have an overarching impact on subsequent spaces such as citizen selection, 
information provision, deliberation and so forth. A low score for this political space describes officials who have a tick-box 
approach to engagement; an average score describes where some officials are keen to employ good-quality engagement. 
This might be a local authority, like Eastleigh, setting BREEAM Communities as a planning requirement, for example. A 
high score reflects a situation where all officials are determined to include the community voice in a wholesome way. 
This new political space better represents ideas promoted by Hansen and Falleth that stakeholders have important 
responsibilities, possessing the power to frame consultations to encourage ‘extended self-interests’ [27].

Two further adjustments are proposed to the heuristic in light of findings from the projects analysed in this research. A 
new political sub-space of deliberation is added to the heuristic; this assesses the extent to which citizens can deliberate 
with a range of stakeholders, including other citizens, developers and industry experts. Multiple assessors highlighted 
that the opportunity to converse with others, especially industry experts who might be able to help articulate a citizen’s 
point clearly, was important (Assessor 1; Assessor 6; Assessor 8). This also aligns with Pretty’s typology of participation 
and wider literature [17–19], which emphasizes the importance of collaboration and therefore the deliberative elements 
of engagement [52].

The citizen selection political space has also been further refined to acknowledge the difference between self-selection 
(+ 2) with potential ‘usual suspects’ outcomes, and stakeholder selection (+ 3) whereby a stakeholder actively attempts to 
incorporate diverse voices. The + 4 box has also been edited to reflect the view highlighted by Assessor 2, that proactively 
seeking citizens in their local spaces is a progressive form of citizen selection. This replaces ‘selection by external admin-
istrator’, which was deemed unnecessary due to the presence of ‘random or demographically proportional selection’ 
in the + 5 box, a more progressive form of selection than merely by an external administrator. These changes to citizen 
selection not only utilise findings in this research, they also better reflect Erikssen et al.’s findings that already privileged 
voices continue to be privileged in participation if passive selection techniques are applied [25]. The extended Chantry 
heuristic (Chantry.02) together with all changes discussed above are illustrated in Fig. 3.

Overall, the paper finds that BREEAM Communities has limited success in facilitating high-quality public engagement. 
Indeed, there are strong requirements for engagement design, proposal formation and proposal implementation; and 
such aspects have performed better on Chantry’s heuristic [14]. However, BREEAM Communities is less effective at facili-
tating good-quality citizen selection, information provision and deliberation, as well as addressing timing and official 
attitudes; and has little consideration for discourse production, with no specific requirements in the manual to ensure 
public agency over discourse. Criteria relating to proposal implementation appear at least somewhat empowering for 
the public, but further research is needed to determine whether this is the case in reality.

Citizen selection is generally covered by the BREEAM Communities manual and requires developers to show how mar-
ginalised groups would be contacted and included. However, it could be indicated further how to bring the consultation 
to the public by, for example, hosting events at a local youth centre, park or public facility. Information provision receives 
little attention in the BREEAM Communities technical manual, with the only reference to the use of jargon which should 
be ‘avoided for the consultation exercise’ in Compliance Note 4 of GO 01 Consultation Plan [46]—this can be strengthened 
by requiring that the public is given detailed information about the project; such information should be provided by 
expert but independent advisors and illustrated with good practice examples from similar projects. Deliberation is even 
less unpacked in the BREEAM Communities technical manual—to address such limitation, the manual could stipulate 
that extensive deliberation should be included in at least one participation technique, whereby citizens can converse 
with each other as well as industry experts, developers and local authority officials at the same time. Discourse produc-
tion currently sits outside the BREEAM Communities assessment process and more research is required to determine the 
output of proposal implementation requirements. This should be incorporated into any further research.
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Furthermore, the BREEAM Communities guidance does not include any stipulation on timing of engagement; the certi-
fication should require that at least part of the public consultation occurs before planning permission is granted; and be 
explicit that the earlier the public is consulted the better the final outcomes are. To ensure more positive official attitudes 
towards public consultation but also a better understanding of discourse production and proposal implementation, 
BREEAM Communities assessors can be trained to be aware of the different good-practice techniques in public engage-
ment and of the importance of information provision, deliberation, discourse production and proposal implementation 
in such engagement. They can then pass on this expertise to other stakeholders, including developers and the local 
authority. Figure 4 shows how the suggestions above can enhance the quality of public participation in BREEAM Com-
munities certification. As seen, citizen selection, information provision and deliberation can be strengthened, ensuring 
that public participation receives at least three out of five points in these political spaces.

Whilst the data presented in this paper provides a valuable insight into public participation and BREEAM Communities 
whilst facilitating the critique of Chantry’s heuristic, further research could be conducted to strengthen insights. Most 
BREEAM Communities projects were only assessed by one sustainability consultant, but triangulation of project assess-
ments against Chantry’s heuristic with more individuals would have reinforced the reliability of scores. For this reason, 
the ranking of projects in Fig. 2 has been kept as ‘indicative’. Future research could look to interview other stakeholders 
in the participation process, such as local authority representatives. Triangulation via document analysis of specific par-
ticipation activity records would also provide this reinforcement, although issues of public accessibility remain.

Two political spaces, discourse production and proposal implementation, were unable to be fully assessed in this 
research due to document access and project timeline constraints. This does not mean that the political spaces did not 
exist for these projects; as demonstrated in section four, there was evidence of proposal implementation at Battersea 
Power Station. Rather, these political spaces are harder to access for analysis as relevant evidence is often scattered in 
multiple locations and formats, and it is not always publicly available. The more elusive nature of these political spaces 
provides further justification for future research, as they are currently less well-understood yet arguably just as important 
facets for public participation quality. This type of research would warrant a granular approach, to ensure that the appro-
priate volume of evidence could be included. Further research using this framework in a different context may find differ-
ent political spaces, or confirm these findings in identifying the nine political spaces below. In particular, the concept of 
transparency has been highlighted in the literature (27, 31–32) and in future research this could be identified as a unique 
political space, or perhaps something that can be embedded across existing political spaces. This paper has successfully 
furthered the international reach of Chantry’s heuristic, testing a Canadian-conceived framework in an English context, 
but further investigations into the international relevance of the framework would be welcomed in future scholarship.

Sustainability certification schemes have been found to provide somewhat of a one-size-fits-all approach, failing to 
adapt to the specific dynamics of local populations [11, 42]. However, this is not to say that the findings in this paper 
do not have international relevance and transferability. BREEAM Communities is the only certification scheme at the 
neighbourhood scale that has an ‘international’ version [11], and whilst the manual for each global project is adapted 
and approved by the BRE on a case-by-case basis, it is likely that the general principles underpinning participation 
requirements will be similar to those analysed in this paper. So far, BREEAM Communities projects have been completed 
in places as diverse as Oman, Norway and Poland [61].

Regarding participation more generally, as has been argued before [9], the core values of participation should be 
maintained across geographies whilst respecting local traditions and cultures. Specifically, principles like inclusivity, 
diversity and public agency have been shown as important indicators of good-quality engagement across the globe 
[57]. This paper reinforces these claims, whilst also highlighting that information provision and deliberation are vital 
aspects of the participation process in which these issues need to be considered, as who delivers relevant information to 
participants and how the discussions are facilitated has a lasting impact on the overall agency, inclusivity and outcomes of 
the participation process.

6  Conclusion

This paper has aimed to explore how the BREEAM Communities certification incorporates public participation. BREEAM 
Communities was found to have mixed success at facilitating high-quality public participation in 12 developments, 
assessed by eight assessors, and employing Chantry’s political spaces of citizen engagement framework [14]. It found 
that BREEAM Communities is effective in facilitating relatively high-quality proposal formation and proposal implemen-
tation. The public was often able to give their suggestions about a project and developers were forced to justify why 
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Fig. 4  The extended Chantry heuristic (Chantry.02) showing the levels of quality assurance that would be offered to each political space by 
the recommendations for BREEAM Communities
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the public’s suggestions had or had not been implemented. Meanwhile, the political spaces of information provision 
and deliberation performed particularly poorly, indicating that current BREEAM Communities certification does not do 
enough to facilitate them.

The paper also sheds light on two new political spaces of public participation, important to its quality, which are spe-
cific to BREEAM Communities and additional to Chantry’s heuristic [14]. It is found that official attitudes to engagement 
are an important determinant of effective public participation: if stakeholders are less motivated to engage citizens, 
engagement quality will suffer as a result. Another identified factor is the timing of the engagement process: if planning 
permission was already granted it was found to be harder for citizens’ ideas to be embedded into project plans. Both 
factors are incorporated into an updated and extended version of the Chantry heuristic as distinct political spaces, which 
is tailored to the ‘context’ of public participation in BREEAM Communities certification processes.

To enhance the efficiency of public participation mechanisms and processes in BREEAM Communities the following 
recommendations are made. First it is suggested that an explicit requirement for extensive and impartial provision of 
information is inserted into the compliance notes and technical manual. Second, that a similar stipulation for extensive, 
multi-stakeholder deliberation is included. Third, to insert a requirement to have at least one event ‘brought’ to citizens, 
instead of requiring them to actively attend. It is also recommended that assessor training emphasizes and unpacks 
their role as negotiators with developers, in addition to teaching them more about how to facilitate high-quality public 
participation processes. All these additional recommendations may increase the time and financial cost of BREEAM Com-
munities for developers. To mitigate against this, and as suggested by our interviewees, local authorities may aim to make 
BREEAM Communities certification a compulsory requirement in their planning policies, hence prompting developers to 
consider public participation and BREEAM Communities more seriously and incorporate certification costs from the outset 
(Assessor 1; Assessor 2; Assessor 5). This would make BREEAM Communities a more useful tool, ensuring that the public 
is empowered to participate in creating and delivering sustainable urban development from an informed perspective.

Broader lessons from this paper can be directly relevant to an international audience. Both BREEAM Communities 
and Chantry’s heuristic are structured frameworks for public participation, and despite their limitations of rigidity, both 
can provide baselines for evaluating and building public participation programmes globally. Particularly in Chantry’s 
heuristic, there is a certain degree of flexibility built into the framework, with no requirement or assessment of specific 
participation techniques used to achieve good quality engagement in each of the political spaces. Yet importantly, the 
framework still provides a standardised method to compare different participation programmes. This makes it a valuable 

Fig. 4  (continued)



Vol:.(1234567890)

Research Discover Sustainability           (2024) 5:371  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s43621-024-00473-2

reference point by which to assess programmes in different local contexts. In developing countries and emerging econo-
mies, using these frameworks also has a capacity building role where public participation in planning processes may 
still be evolving [62]. It is vital to test Chantry’s heuristic (and now Chantry 0.02) in real projects to ensure the ever more 
effective capture of participation’s complexity and richness. Therefore, further use and research into the international 
compatibility of the framework would be welcomed.

Beyond BREEAM Communities and Chantry’s heuristic, it has been highlighted how output-focused facets of public 
participation, namely the proposal formation and implementation political spaces, can receive more attention than the 
inputs, such as information provision and deliberation; as demonstrated by Chantry’s heuristic, this subsequently limits 
the quality of the outputs. We therefore call on practitioners internationally to consider these early-stage ‘political spaces’ 
more seriously when designing high-quality participation programmes that aim to empower and include the public voice.
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