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Residents, customers or citizens? Tracing the idea of 
youthful participation in the context of administrative 
reforms in Finnish public administration 

Bäcklund, Pia & Kallio, Kirsi Pauliina & Häkli, Jouni  

 
 

Abstract 

In parallel with developing participatory policies, public administration in Finland and 

elsewhere has undergone constitutive administrative reform.  By analysing policy 

documents and civil servants’ experiences, we ask how meta-level administrative 

steering modes manifest themselves in the motives and goals set for participation and 

what kinds of political agencies they allow for children and young people who play a 

pivotal role in the future shape of democracy.  We conclude that coexisting different 

steering modes produce different practical solutions that define the content of 

“citizenship” in different ways.  What is essential is the reflectivity concerning whether 

one or another steering mode dominates participation policy, and with what 

consequences. 

 

Keywords:  civic participation, youthful participation, administrative reforms, 

rationality of public administration 
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Residents, customers or citizens? Tracing the idea of 
youthful participation in the context of administrative 
reforms in Finnish public administration 
 

 

1 Participation policies in the context of administrative reforms 

For decades, civic participation and social justice have been constant themes in critical 

planning studies (e.g. Forester, 1989; Healey, 1997; Hillier, 2002; Innes & Booher, 2010; 

Jacobs, 1961). Since participation entails profound issues of human subjectivity and self-

determination, it has also been studied in many other disciplines and with multiple 

approaches (e.g. Barnes, Newman, Knops & Sullivan, 2003; Douglass & Friedmann, 

1998; Silver, Scott & Kazepov, 2010; in Finland e.g. Bäcklund, Häkli & Schulman, 2002). 

In general, civic participation has become a buzzword in the rhetoric of public 

administration (Cornwall, 2008; Delvaux & Schoenaers, 2012; Innes & Booher, 2004; 

Leal, 2007; Silver et al., 2010).  

However, participation is not just about rhetoric as for example in Finland the 

legislation increasingly obligates public institutions to arrange opportunities for 

participation (e.g. Constitution, Municipal Act, Land Use and Building Act, Youth 

Act). In parallel with developing participation methods, public administrations in 

Finland and elsewhere have undergone sizeable and constitutive administrative reforms 

with diverse ideological underpinnings (Beveridge, 2012; Hajer, 2009; Kronsell & 

Bäckstrand, 2010; Mäntysalo & Saglie, 2010; Miller & Rose, 2008; Sager, 2009). 

These have not replaced old steering approaches as a whole, but rather they provide 

new additions to the palette. Since administrative reforms rarely affect all of the adjoining 

practices, even conflicting systems and rationalities appear (e.g. Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 

2010; Hajer, 2009; Hiironniemi, 2005; Sager, 2009). This development may lead to 
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“institutional ambiguity” or an “institutional void” (Hajer, 2003, 2004), situations in which 

the practices and power relations of politico-administrative processes are obscured (e.g. 

also Beveridge, 2012; Lester & Reckhow, 2012). It has been argued that administrative 

reforms may thus have a much larger impact on the future of civic participation and 

democracy than specific projects aiming at improving participation and democratic 

practices (e.g. Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Hirst, 2000; Mäntysalo & Saglie, 2010; 

Skelcher & Torfing, 2010; Torfing, Sœrensen & Fotel, 2009).  

In this article, we take part in the discussion on how to best conceive of the 

rationality of public administration in the context of civic participation (e.g. Alexander, 

2001; Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2010; Cassia & Magno, 2011; Forester, 1984, 1989, 

2012; Flyvbjerg, 2004; Freeman & Aitken-Rose, 2005; Olson & Hysing, 2012; Sager, 

2009). We find that to avoid naïve interpretations, participation should be approached 

from the points of view of the inhabitants’ own lifeworlds and their general motives in 

different place-based situations (e.g. Davoudi & Cowie, 2013; Lawless & Pearson, 

2012; Leino, 2012). However, we also hold that an understanding of the reality of 

planning and decision making – as it is construed by the actors of public administration 

– is equally vital (e.g. Flyvbjerg, 2004; Forester, 2012; Häkli, 2009; Olson & Hysing, 

2012; Sager, 2009). In line with Michel Foucault (1972; also Flyvbjerg, 2004; Forester, 

2012; Wagenaar, Cook & Noam, 2003; Wagenaar, 2011), we see that making visible 

the “mentality” of government together with its accompanying everyday practices is a 

profound part of societal self-understanding.  

By analysing policy documents and civil servants’ experiences and 

interpretations concerning current participation policies, we ask 1) how meta-level 

steering modes inform the ways civic participation is organized in the Finnish public 

administration, 2) how they manifest themselves in the motives and goals set for 
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participation, and in the roles and agencies they allow for children and young people, 

and 3) how the principles of civic participation are reflected on by civil servants 

responsible for participatory policies and practices.  

We focus specifically on interpretations concerning children and young 

people’s participation, since we see that the future shape of democracy is fundamentally 

conditioned by the scope of political agencies afforded to children and young people 

by the present participation practices, and that different administrative steering modes 

have a central role in framing and shaping these practices. Moreover, the legislative 

obligations for arranging participation for children and young people are particularly 

strong in Finnish public administration, which means that these issues cannot be 

overlooked (Kallio & Häkli, 2011a). Existing practices will be continued and new ones 

developed and introduced in better or worse forms, and in this regard we see that the 

“political” in administrative practices appears also as an aspiration to weigh different 

practices, goals and solutions (e.g. Campbell, 2012; Forester, 2013; Sager, 2009).  

Our article is based on three research projects funded by the Academy of 

Finland: Local political agency and networks of governance (SA253845), Political 

presence as a right of the child (SA258341) and Preventing children's marginalisation 

through place-based participation (SA134949), the theoretical approaches of which we 

bring together in this article. First we discuss briefly the child and youth policy 

developments in Finland and elsewhere to provide contextual background to our 

empirical analysis. Second, we present the meta-level steering modes that have been 

recognized in the Finnish public administration and our analytical tool based on them. 

Third, we portray our study design, data and methods, before turning to the empirical 

analysis. Finally, we present our findings and crystallize the results in the concluding 

section.  
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2 Starting points for analysing children and young people's participation policy  

Participation has become a major child and youth policy issue around the world in the 

past 25 years. The widespread interest in children and young people’s potential to 

partake in public planning and decision making has been invoked by the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) that encourages children’s voices to 

be heard in all matters that concern them (Kallio, 2012b; Kallio & Häkli, 2014, cf. 

Larkins, 2013; Tisdall et al., 2006). Finland was amongst the first countries to ratify 

the UNCRC, in 1991. During the 2000s, the national legislation underwent a major 

reformation, resulting most importantly in the Youth Act (2006) and the Child Welfare 

Act (2007), which set the basic parameters for the involvement of children and young 

people. Obliged by them, the state outlines a new Child and Youth Policy Programme 

every four years, and municipalities create and constantly update their Child Welfare 

Plans and variably structured child and youth policy strategies. 

The current legislative climate in Finland implies that even though adults are 

legally responsible for children and young people’s well-being, children and youth 

should be considered as full members of their communities (Kallio and Häkli 2011a). 

In the name of equality, opportunities to express opinions should not be limited on the 

basis of age. In this context, children and young people face questions similar to 

adults: what are their initial possibilities to participate in the issues important to them 

and express views in a way which is feasible to them? These have been considered to 

be profound questions defining citizenship, even more than the actual influence these 

views may have in policy making and politics (e.g. Rosanvallon, 2008). We use the 

concept of political agency to refer to the above-mentioned possibilities for the 

children and young people to “act out” their citizenship in ways suitable for them (cf. 

Kallio, 2012a, 2014; Kallio & Häkli, 2011b; Kallio et al., forthcoming).  

 



Authors’ copy. The original article has been published in Planning Theory and 
Practice 15:3, 311–327, doi:10.1080/14649357.2014.929726. For citation, please 
use the original. 
 

6 

Rising to the challenge to hear children and young people's “voice” in matters 

concerning them, civil servants are forced to generate empowering practices to enable 

youthful participation. Adding to the complexity of this work, it is carried out under 

continuous administrative reform. By defining the most suitable roles, forms, matters, 

contexts and aims of youthful participation, the administrative strategies and plans of 

action come to suggest, more or less explicitly, what kind of “citizenship” is desirable 

at the present and what kind of future citizenship children and young people are being 

raised into. By analysing our data, we try to make visible how current participation 

policy defines the starting points of citizenship and creates preconditions for different 

participation practices, as well as legitimizing them, and how these definitions reflect 

different administrative steering modes. Since the same politico-administrative 

processes (based on representative democracy) frame adults’ and children and young 

people’s issues, they present the same questions about whether there even is a feasible 

place for experiential knowledge in these processes.  

3 Meta-level steering modes in Finnish public administration and the idea of 

participation 

Western democracies share many development trends in public administration, such as 

multilevel and multi-actor network governance, dismantling of bureaucratic practices, 

and fortification of neo-liberalist thought in guiding practical applications (e.g. 

Beveridge, 2012; Bäcklund, 2007; Faludi, 2012; Hajer, 2009; Lester & Reckhow, 2012; 

Miller & Rose, 2008; Sager, 2009; Sam & Scherer, 2006). These general and global 

developments always interact with the local politico-administrative context with its 

own histories. Therefore, the local planning and policymaking context is always a 

mixture of global, state and regional legal and policy frameworks, local planning 
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cultures and place-bound specificities (e.g. Friedman, 2005; Häkli & Kallio, 2014a; 

Mäntysalo & Saglie, 2010; Sager, 2009). 

In what follows we present three meta-level institutional framings recognizable 

in the current Finnish public administration. We argue that, despite differences in legal 

steering and obligations in different branches of administration, these general 

paradigms of operational principles “trickle down” into the operational policies of 

individual administrative sectors and frame civil servants’ work across sectorial 

boundaries (e.g. Bäcklund, Jyrämä & Väisänen, 2010). Hence, they also influence 

motives and goals for arranging participation, as well as the role of the inhabitant in 

planning practices, which we discuss in the end of this section.  

Meta-level administrative steering modes in Finnish public administration 

Despite several waves of administrative reforms, normative steering can still be identified 

in Finnish public administration (Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2010; Hiironniemi, 2005; 

Mäntysalo & Saglie, 2010; Puustinen, 2006). It emphasizes the role of strong legislation 

and bureaucratic practices in serving the inhabitants on equal and just terms (Callahan, 

2007; du Gay, 2000), which has been a central normative issue in the construction of 

the modern Nordic Welfare State (e.g. Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2010). Normative 

steering practices are based on the ideals of comprehensive-rationalist (positivist) 

planning (e.g. Davoudi, 2012). They rest on the notion that the future may be planned 

and controlled when factual and objective knowledge is available (Alexander, 2001; 

Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2010; Davoudi, 2012; Schulman, 1990; Taylor, 1998).  

The era of comprehensive-rationalist planning has been seen as an explanation 

as to why direct participation has not had much space in planning practices (e.g. 

Schulman, 1990). There are two explanatory issues. First, normative steering depends 
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on the idea of representation whereby elected officials communicate the inhabitants’ 

views into planning and decision making, and civil servants attempt to find the best 

available solutions, guided by what is conceived as objective expert knowledge. 

Second, it is difficult for normative steering and comprehensive-rationalist planning to 

accept the multilevel politics of planning and planning knowledge. Making the 

distinction between the inhabitants’ subjective opinions and the educated planners’ 

apolitical knowledge is still strongly visible in Finnish planning practices (Bäcklund, 

2007; Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2010; Faehnle, Bäcklund & Tyrväinen, 2011; Puustinen, 

2006). For example, Davoudi (2012, p. 434) sees that despite a lengthy and ongoing 

critical theoretical discussion concerning the nature of knowledge in planning, planning 

practices based on positivistic approaches are re-establishing their position in public 

administration, in part fostered by, for example, the climate change debate that 

emphasizes the importance of objective and apolitical data.  

Informational steering practices reflect current trends in public administration 

in Western democracies related to the adoption of neo-liberalist New Public 

Management (NPM) principles (Callahan, 2007; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; 

Häikiö, 2012; Mäntysalo & Saglie, 2010; McLaughlin, Osborne & Ferlies, 2002; Miller 

& Rose, 2008; Sager, 2009). This development has been seen to follow on from the 

demands for austerity, effectiveness and quality control in public sector service 

production (e.g. Sager, 2009, p. 70). Since the informational steering mode emphasizes 

continual monitoring and evaluation, the concept “evidence-based” has infiltrated 

public sector practices and gained a prominent role in operational and economic 

planning.  

However, a profound issue for the informational steering mode in general is the 

utilization of activity-gauging feedback information (e.g. Sager, 2009). This has been 
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one of the central challenges in public administration and planning over a long period 

of time (cf. Feldman & March, 1981; Lindblom, 1959). It also concerns the importance 

of knowledge produced by the inhabitants. First, unless the planning and decision-

making system provides concrete ways in which information can be systematically 

collected, reliably evaluated, and meaningfully utilized, the information will remain of 

little significance. Second, participation also challenges the “evidence” of evidence-

based planning by emphasizing the subjective experiences of inhabitants. However, 

inhabitants’ experiential knowledge is often “translated” into objective, factual 

knowledge, for example by utilizing quantitative methods (see, for example, Bamberg, 

2013; Brown & Kyttä, 2014; Faehnle et al., 2011). This way, the information produced 

by inhabitants is made to fit the idea of what is considered to be valid information in 

the evidence-based approach. The informational steering mode also emphasizes, more 

or less explicitly, a private nature for participation (e.g. Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; 

Miller & Rose, 2008). It has been noted that individual expressions without the 

collective aspects of knowledge formation complicate the creation of agoras of political 

action (e.g. Sager, 2012, p. 620).  

The mode of political steering has gained momentum along with the 

communicative turn in planning (Agger & Löfgren, 2008; Forester, 1989, 1993; 

Healey, 1992, 1997; Innes, 1995; Sager, 1994, 2009), thus increasing demands for 

inhabitants’ political involvement in local government practices and decision making 

(also Bamberg, 2013; Davoudi, 2012; Davoudi & Cowie, 2013; Delwaux & 

Schoenaers, 2012; Demszky & Nassehi, 2012; Innes & Booher, 2004). Political 

steering – based more on interpretative than the positivist planning tradition (Davoudi, 

2012) – emphasizes spatio-temporal, local and personal experiences and 

interpretations. This alters the conception of what appropriate knowledge is: 
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“Evidence, or indeed the ensemble of different knowledges, would play an enlightening 

rather than determining role in the process of plan making. Policy is considered to be 

informed by, rather than based on, evidence” (Davoudi, 2012, p. 437). Although 

informational steering, too, aims at attaining the subjective views of the inhabitants, 

there is a big difference between NPM and the communicative planning idea; for 

example, Sager (2009, p. 73) argues that “communicative planning opens up the 

process and welcomes all sincere arguments from involved parties. NPM narrows the 

public debate, in the sense that cost-effectiveness is given a hegemonic position among 

the arguments”.  

However, a society that stresses the importance of recognizing inhabitants’ 

lifeworlds and everyone’s right to participate in ways suitable to oneself, cannot escape 

the tension between representational and direct democracy: what would be the 

representative role of the elected representatives (cf. Davoudi & Cowie, 2013) if the 

inhabitants chose more often to contact civil servants directly and stop voting? How 

and by whom would different points of view produced by inhabitants be valued? For 

example, earlier studies in Finland have shown that the division of labour between the 

civil servants and elected representatives in gathering and valuing inhabitants’ 

experiential knowledge is often unclear (e.g. Bäcklund, 2007; Puustinen, 2006).  

 Recognizing and accepting different points of view in principle does not 

automatically mean accepting or being able to work with those differences in practice. 

What kinds of planning processes would it take to handle this plurality? On which 

grounds and by whom are legitimate decisions made? These questions remain profound 

challenges in the political steering mode. Theoretical discussions suggest various 

solutions. For example, agonistic democracy theory (Mouffe, 2002, 2013) stresses that 

there should be increasing possibilities for politicizations, as well as aspiration for a 
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shift from antagonistic to agonistic confrontations, yet provides few practical solutions. 

Deliberative democracy theory, on the other hand, offers mutual dialogue as the 

solution, but leaves open the issues concerning who are and should be “deliberating” 

around the mutual “planning table”, how one becomes a “deliberator” (e.g. Davoudi & 

Cowie, 2013; Hillier, 2002; Kanninen, Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2013; Lester & 

Reckhow, 2012), and how to deal with the unavoidability of the existence of power 

relations (e.g. Alexander, 2001; Hillier, 2000, 2002; Mouffe, 2013).  

Administrative steering modes and the idea of participation: building an analytical tool  

Based on the above discussion and our earlier and on-going research we have developed 

an analytical tool for this study (Table 1). Previously, we have studied institutional and 

civic perspectives, policy rhetoric, strategies and related policy processes of 

administrative developments pertaining to urban planning, and participation in 

municipal, national and international contexts  (e.g. Häkli, 1998, 2009; Bäcklund, 

2007; Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2010; Faehnle et al., 2011; Häkli and Kallio, 2014a, 

2014b; Kallio, 2012a, 2012b, 2014; Kallio & Häkli, 2011a, 2011b, 2014; Kallio et al., 

forthcoming; Kanninen et al., 2013). The tool is a simplified theoretical construction of 

how the motive for arranging participation, the goal of participation and the role of the 

inhabitant are construed in different steering modes. Utilizing our tool, we ask our data, 

which kinds of administrative rationalities participation discourses are related to, and 

what feasible ways to participate do they simultaneously define – hence also defining 

the limits of children and young people’s political agency.  

In the normative steering mode, we define inhabitants as residents, inhabitants 

who live in certain administrative territories. This status underlines administrative 

territories as important parts of the governing system, resonating with discussions 

 



Authors’ copy. The original article has been published in Planning Theory and 
Practice 15:3, 311–327, doi:10.1080/14649357.2014.929726. For citation, please 
use the original. 
 

12 

concerning the degree to which they can be seen to define significant places and 

important issues for inhabitants in general (e.g. Bäcklund, 2007; Hajer, 2003; Kallio et 

al., forthcoming; Lawless & Pearson, 2012; Leino & Laine, 2012). Since normative 

steering highlights the role of elected representatives in bringing out the inhabitants’ 

point of view and demands depoliticized – expert-based – planning knowledge, there is 

no specific demand for residents’ direct participation within planning practices. On the 

other hand, the normative steering mode utilizes bureaucracy and laws for legitimation 

purposes. Therefore, participation will be arranged if there is a legal obligation for it, 

and this conformance with the law legitimizes administrative operations (cf. Innes & 

Booher, 2010, pp. 203–204; Mäntysalo & Saglie, 2010; Yetano, Royo, & Acerete, 

2010).  

In informational steering, the role of the inhabitant is that of a user of services. 

In this steering mode, we define inhabitants as customers (cf. Aberbach & Christensen, 

2005; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Sager, 2009, 2012). The participatory function 

linked to the inhabitants’ role as customers is acquiring “input” for the purposes of 

quality control and evaluation of efficiency (e.g. Sager, 2009, p. 71). Methods such as 

sampling or customer panels may be used for gathering feedback. The inhabitants may 

have an active role as customers, expressing their views about the quality of services. 

However, challenges still abide: expression of views may be restricted to offering 

opinions on predefined issues, the validity of which has already been set (Callahan, 

2007; Miller & Rose, 2008). In addition, an opportunity to give feedback does not 

implicitly mean there is a possibility to improve the state of the service (e.g. Cassia & 

Magno, 2011; Dalehite, 2008). Service providers’ operational and strategic issues, such 

as the economic framework of the public sector, also condition the scope for 

improvements. 
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In the political steering mode, the motive for arranging participation in public 

administration lies in the need to better transmit the inhabitants’ multiple realities into 

administrative practices and political decision making, understanding plurality. An 

active civil society may be seen as a profound means of reflection – a mirror – for the 

actions of public administration. The better the societal complexities are recognized, 

the more the actors of politico-administrative processes are aware of the lifeworlds their 

decisions are affecting and the ways in which these decisions are shaping them (e.g. 

Sager, 2009). This is enabled and fostered by participation policies that are based on a 

multitude of different and complementary practices that enable political agency for 

various needs (Kallio et al., forthcoming; Miller & Rose, 2008; Sager, 2009). In 

political steering mode we define inhabitants as citizens. This stresses the possibility of 

people themselves defining both the objects and the methods of participation (Hajer, 

2003; Kallio, 2012a; Lawless & Pearson, 2012; Leino & Laine, 2012; Rosanvallon, 

2008; Sager, 2009). The goal for arranging participation is to enable political 

communities and to create preconditions for a democratic society. Transparent 

democratic processes are equally important as outcomes.  

 

 Normative 
steering 

Informational 
steering 

Political  
steering 

Motivations to 
arrange 
participation  

law obedience 
quality and 
efficiency 
assessment 

understanding 
plurality 

Goal/target of 
participation 

legitimation of 
administrative 
processes 

attaining feedback 
information  

enabling political 
communities 

Role as inhabitant resident customer citizen 

Table 1. Administrative steering modes and the idea of participation in public 

administration  
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4 Data and methods 

Our analysis is based on fieldwork that was carried out in 2010–2011. The empirical 

analysis includes the six largest cities in Finland: Helsinki, Espoo, Tampere, Vantaa, 

Turku and Oulu.  The analysed data comprises the Child Welfare Plans (CWP) and 

thematic essays written by 17 civil servants.  

We chose CWPs as our data in order to attain policy documentation that shares a 

similar steering/guidance role in all target cities1. They are policy documents obliged 

by the Child Welfare Act (L 417/2007), obligating municipalities to prepare a plan for 

arranging children and young people’s welfare and protection – including participation 

as a part of their well-being. CWPs are also pivotal politico-administrative documents 

for translating strategic goals into practical measures. They have to be approved by the 

municipal council, and administrative sectors are obligated to report to the council on 

the implementation of the plan. It is meant to steer all sectors of local administration 

and is prepared in cooperation between administrative sectors.  

There are two specific reasons for concentrating on the interpretations and 

experiences of civil servants instead of elected representatives. First, a strong legal 

framework in Finland specifically obligates civil servants to arrange participation and 

“hear” inhabitants in general. Second, since children and young people do not possess 

full citizenship with the rights and obligations of the fully empowered adult subject, 

civil servants employ key positions in defining their participation. The informants were 

1 Even though the legislative imperatives for arranging participation are strong for 
adults and children and young people alike (e.g. Municipal Act, Land Use and 
Building Act, Youth Act), not many municipalities have separate, council-approved 
policy documents that bind all administrative sectors, nor personnel responsible for 
participation in their actual duty. Each municipality has made its own solutions for 
developing participation practices (see, for example, Bäcklund, 2007; Bäcklund & 
Mäntysalo, 2010; Kallio et al., forthcoming). 
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chosen from a group of civil servants with important roles in youthful participation. 

They are from different administrative sectors (e.g. social services, urban planning, 

education), and there are several informants from each of the targeted cities (due to 

research ethics affiliations are not included in the analysis). Potential candidates were 

contacted personally and asked to present their views (in writing) about four themes: 1) 

the general situation and meaning of children and young people’s participation, 2) 

appropriate content and forms of participation, 3) the effects of everyday environments 

on the objects of participation, and 4) the availability and relevance of knowledge 

concerning participation. These ‘essays’ were of varying length (from a few lines to 

over a page per theme), depending on the theme and personal experiences.  

The starting point for our analysis is that the rationality of the public sector is 

profoundly built on the interpretations, actions and ethical choices of actors involved 

in its practices (Barnes et al., 2003; Campbell, 2012; Forester, 1984, 2013; Hajer & 

Wagenaar, 2003; Innes & Booher, 2010; Portugali, 2008). However, civil servants’ 

actions are also conditioned by institutional frames that may differ widely from one 

administrative sector – and one local context (e.g. Healey, 2013) – to another, thus 

enabling and restricting the powers of the individual actor in varying ways (e.g. 

Alexander, 2001; Bäcklund et al., 2010; Friedmann, 2005; Mäntysalo & Saglie, 2010, 

p. 323; Olson & Hysing, 2012, p. 267; Sager, 2009). Hence, we position them in a dual 

role, on the one hand as actualizing general principles, institutional framings and 

obligations, and on the other hand as active actors with their own interests and 

interpretations – also concerning the principles, framings and obligations. We share 

Olson and Hysing’s (2012, also Forester, 1989; Mäntysalo & Saglie, 2010) view that 

when a window for action opens, civil servants may attempt to take an active role in 

affecting the content of the politics that interests them also as individuals.  
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5 Tracing the idea of children and young people’s participation  

In this chapter we describe the steering mode logic we recognised in our data. In the 

following section we then deepen our analysis and further discuss how civil servants' 

critique towards current participation policies and practices for children and young 

people reflects different steering modes and, more generally, institutional ambiguity 

inside public administration. 

Motives for arranging participation: law obedience, quality assessment or 

understanding plurality?  

The legislative and bureaucratic trend toward fostering youthful participation was 

clearly visible specifically in all Child Welfare Plans. References were made to, for 

example, the Child Welfare Act and the Youth Act, as well as to various national-level 

development projects attempting to advance children and young people’s participation. 

Despite us not asking about the legislative basis for it, many of the essays highlighted 

obligations for arranging participation – hearing children and young people: “We have 

a standing rule concerning the child perspective: It must be considered in all decision 

making” (essay).  

We recognized also the need to monitor the quality of public planning: 

“Children and young people’s voice should be better heard in the planning, 

development and assessment of their services and environments. They are the best 

experts in these matters and the information would surely be useful to all quarters” 

(essay). In the informational steering mode participation has an important role. Ideally, 

the more information there is, the higher the quality of actions of public administration: 

“In urban planning our major aim is to create better plans. We collect information from 

children and youth, and exploit it, for example to enhance traffic safety, to create 
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comfortable environments, or to maintain the existing good conditions” (essay). In 

these comments, the motivation for arranging participation is also motivated by the 

need to respond to user orientation, not just the commitment to fulfil legal obligations.  

Many of the essays highlighted the view that the reason for arranging 

participation should be the recognition of children and young people’s multiple 

lifeworlds and the subsequent improved understanding of their needs. Some of the civil 

servants deal quite explicitly with the fact that children and young people do not form 

homogenous groups, following the political steering ideal. In this view, “the challenge 

is to involve those youth who do not usually participate, and whose opinion would 

diversify the received message in an important way” (essay). Yet, unless participation 

practices are reflected upon, the goal of making visible the multiple realities of children 

and young people may remain unattained (cf. Kallio & Häkli, 2011b).  

Goals of participation: legitimation, feedback or enabling political communities?  

One of the commonly stated goals in our data was the establishment of a 

representational participation method that can attain children and young people’s 

common will. This we interpret as the need to legitimize the actions taken, informed by 

the normative steering mode. If legislation obligates children and young people’s voice 

to be heard, the legitimation of decision making is tied to following the letter of the 

law: public administration must arrange participation that recognizes their (common) 

voice.  

When the set objective is to fulfil the legal obligation to hear children and young 

people, and their voice is interpreted as a common expression, creating representative 

practices in accordance with the administrative territories may be seen as relevant 

(Kallio & Häkli, 2011a). Our data concretely depicted how the “common will” can be 
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constructed from the bottom up, according to the administrative logic: “School councils 

form a natural link with our District Groups, which have representatives from all 

schools of the area. We have altogether nine District Groups with about 220 children 

and young people, between 9 and 18 years of age. Then we have the elected 

Representatives of the Oulu Youth (ONE), a body of 16–19-year-old people that deals 

with municipal issues in general, with 21 members and 17 substitutes. They work in 

close collaboration with the office-holders and the elected representatives” (essay).  

This normatively oriented goal becomes understandable through the Finnish 

administrative tradition and the Nordic Welfare context (e.g. Mäntysalo & Saglie, 

2010). Advancement of “common good” or “common will” has been and still is one of 

the civil servants’ typical tasks, forming a strong undercurrent among the Finnish 

planning professions (Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2010; Puustinen, 2006; Stenvall, 2000). 

In this approach disinterest towards participation appears as problematic: “Children and 

the youth don’t find acting as part of a group inviting. Instead, things are done 

individually, in ways comfortable to oneself. Ideological impoverishment and the lack 

of appropriate ideals have created a pluralist space where wrong tracks do not exist” 

(essay).  

Various assessment practices pertaining to the informational steering mode 

have become common on all levels of public administration (c.f. Häikiö, 2010; Miller 

& Rose 2008). The CWPs themselves form an example of informational steering, 

involving the incorporated demand for evaluation, follow-up and reporting. Since they 

define participation advancement as a central issue of children and young people’s well-

being, the objectives concerning participation also become followed and evaluated. 

However, the objectives of youthful participation were not concretized into easily 

evaluable issues. For example, the objective to “develop the participation of children 
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and young people in urban planning” (Vantaa CFP 2008, p. 7) does not per se tell us 

what and how to evaluate. We interpret the very general nature of these objectives as 

telling of a profound ambiguity regarding what children and young people’s 

participation is about: which issues should be incorporated, which practices should be 

included, which actions count as results – what kind of feedback is needed. The less 

precise the objectives are, the easier it is to interpret almost any action as reaching those 

objectives.  

The civil servants’ explicated goals related to political steering most vividly 

when discussing the impact of youthful participation. First, it was suggested that if 

experiential knowledge is not used in planning and decision making, participation starts 

resembling a game without goals: “It is essential that we do not create pretend 

participation, but that children and youth are given real opportunities to influence. We 

shouldn’t just hear them but also take their opinions into account in decision making” 

(essay). Second, it was recognizable in both the CWPs and the essays that, while 

assessing the effectiveness of participation is an important point of view, it is equally 

pertinent to reflect on whether children and young people get positive experiences: 

“[The meaning of participation is] to offer children and young people a possibility for 

functioning as active citizens, for social learning, for experiences of involvement and 

ownership” (essay). In this respect participation is not so much about affecting 

something but gaining experiences of fully belonging to a society.  

Roles as inhabitant: resident, customer or citizen? 

In defining the limits of political agency, the analysed Child Welfare Plans point largely 

at the importance of neighbourhood-grounded, territorial youthful participation. It was 

seen not only to enable the attainment of the “common voice” of children and young 
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people, but such participation was proposed also as an important welfare aspect in their 

lives – under the assumption that taking responsibility for the “territorial common 

good” is good for them. Placed in such a framework, youthful agency comes close to 

Barber’s (1984) view of communitarian (strong) democracy that links participation 

with a “social contract” on running mutual affairs. The view that children and young 

people have their own important role in contributing to this contract as residents was 

recognizable also in the essays: “Genuine participation expects that children and young 

people rise to the challenge, that is, deal with their share. It is part of the growth process 

on their way to active citizenship. To achieve this you must work hard and commit to 

the common good” (essay).  

The view that participation practices that are based on administrative territories 

and on constructing the common good can function as an education to active 

citizenship, implies that children and young people are “not-yet-citizens” (Kallio et al., 

forthcoming, cf. Hart, 2009; Lister, 2007). Political life is seen to belong to the realm 

of adults, which may be entered at a young age if appropriate education is provided. In 

Finland, student councils in schools, municipal and national children’s parliaments, and 

youth forums have been seen as central in democracy education (cf. Democracy 

Education Report, 2011, p. 5; Kallio & Häkli, 2011a). These ideals are paraphrased in 

both the CWPs and the essays, as exemplified by the Vantaa CWP, which states 

“According to the governmental decree, all education supports the development of 

active citizenship and provides for preparedness to act in a democratic and equal 

society” (Vantaa Child Welfare Plan 2008, p. 29), and a thematic essay that conveys: 

“In schools and kindergartens, it is not primarily about collecting children and young 

people’s views, but citizenship education.” Without questioning the pertinence of 

learning democratic practices, we find it equally important to reflect on the 
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presumptions of the territorial bonds that are embedded in these practices, and who they 

favour (e.g. Kallio et al., forthcoming).  

In our data we also identified a tension between attachments to geographical areas and 

place-based communities (e.g. neighbourhood, school) and the Internet as a central 

arena for participation. The latter enables forms of participation that are independent of 

physical proximity: “Network communities offer the best potential to approach groups 

and collect opinions” (essay). However, if internet participation is primarily about 

giving individual feedback on predetermined issues, youthful agency is rendered 

reactive customership void of communality (e.g. Callahan, 2007; Häikiö, 2010, 2012; 

Miller & Rose, 2008; Sager, 2009)  – a condition often linked with “weak democracy” 

(e.g. Barber, 1984). 

Normative and informational steering types frame the administrative rhetoric 

concerning the content of political agency in the CWPs. Some thematic essays, instead, 

point also toward ideals more related to political steering. Here the children and young 

peoples’ role is that of a citizen, influencing both the form and the content of 

participation. Some civil servants highlight that children and young people should be 

seen as citizens right now, not only in the future: “Why is this so difficult? To me it 

seems that it is all about attitude; children and young people are not respected but placed 

on a lower level in their ‘workplaces’, the kindergarten and the school” (essay). 

Simultaneously, the essays expressed a worry over how the present practices may, 

despite their good intentions, narrow down some agencies: “I don’t think more than 5 

per cent of the high school 9th graders have the capacity for meetings and sitting down 

at the adults’ table. Yet 100 per cent of them have the capacity to act in their own ways, 

to express concerns and contentment with their own environments” (essay).  
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6 Practical challenges for children and young people’s participation in relation to 

meta-level steering modes 

Another objective for our analysis was to recognize the possibilities and challenges the 

civil servants see in the current participation policies and practices, and how their 

reflections relate to the different administrative steering modes. We also paid attention 

to how unified their views were, seeing that this informs us about how the meta-level 

steering modes become embedded in their work, and also about how the rationality of 

public administration is concretized in practice.  

The civil servants’ experiential expressions made visible that even a strong, 

obligating legal basis does not guarantee that participation will be arranged in practice. 

This is because the existing legislation concerning youthful participation leaves plenty 

of room for interpretations regarding how and for which issues it should be arranged, 

and how the fulfilment of legal obligations should be followed. For example, the Youth 

Act broadly states: “Young people must have the possibility to participate in the 

handling of matters concerning local and regional youth work and youth policy. The 

youth must also be heard in matters pertaining to them.” Many civil servants explicitly 

stated that in this situation the personal interests of administrative actors matter greatly 

because “the approach toward child and youth participation has not been specified in 

any way” (essay). Similar overwhelming inclusiveness and lack of precision can be 

found in the participatory dictates of the Land Use and Building and Municipal Act 

(27§), which also risks turning participation into an empty notion (e.g. Leino & Laine, 

2012; Nyman, 2000).  

Likewise, the question of who should have the foremost responsibility for 

organizing participation in public administration surfaced in the essays: “Children and 

young people’s participation is bounced between education and youth sections. Other 
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departments seem to notice it only on special occasions” (essay). Although the Youth 

Act and the Child Welfare Act obligate all administrative sectors to arrange this 

participation, they can only be seen as agents in certain sectors that concentrate on 

“youthful issues”.  

The essays explicated that as the legal obligations are written in general terms, 

the idea of equal treatment of children and young people is concretized also through 

interpretations of the responsibilities by, and the motivation and ability of, the 

individual actors: “Teachers work quite independently so that with a positive attitude 

and pertinent skills an individual teacher may achieve almost anything. Yet, if the 

opposite is the case, practically nothing happens” (essay). The idea of equal treatment 

of children and young people embedded in the normative steering mode may not be 

fulfilled if the steering legislation leaves too much room for interpretation. In the last 

instance, individual civil servants may have a significant role in the experiences of 

youthful citizenship (cf. Barnes et al., 2003; Forester, 1984; Olson & Hysing, 2012).  

In addition, the essays portrayed general difficulties in utilizing the views of 

children and young people in planning and decision making. Even when youthful 

participation is seen to provide feasible feedback for developing services and activities, 

it may have little practical impact: “For years we have employed methods for youth 

participation but the information and feedback concerning service development has not 

been utilized to the full extent” (essay). These experiences are an important reminder 

of the fact that participation is not about methods only, but also the ability and 

motivation to utilize the experiential knowledge produced by the inhabitants (Bäcklund, 

2007; Cassia & Magno, 2011; Lysgård & Cruickshank, 2013).  

Internet-based participation was portrayed as one alternative to hear children 

and young people more broadly. Yet we see that even these opportunities involve 
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democratic risks. When feedback is seen as the central impetus for arranging 

participation, participation is narrowed down to reactive activities – which in turn may 

take the form of “the child’s voice” in later applications. Children and young people 

are allowed to express their opinions in certain predetermined issues but not to 

determine the issues they would like to comment on. Yet, the right to define the issues 

that need scrutiny or feedback is paramount for the realization of the political citizen 

(e.g. Rosanvallon, 2008). In this respect, the prospects for children and young people 

to act on their own grounds were regarded as poor: “One of the biggest problems is that 

when a young person bears an issue that she or he would like to change, no one has an 

idea on how to proceed. Through surveys we can enquire about needs, but they are not 

necessarily important to the young person at that very moment” (essay). Seeing 

participation as a mere “feedback channel” may also hide the political nature of 

planning practices, presenting them as primarily technical or communicative acts of 

government (e.g. Forester, 1993; Hillier, 2003; Kanninen et al., 2013; Mouffe, 2013). 

Also, the representative forms of participation that are regarded as an important 

part of democracy education were critically reflected upon by some civil servants, 

highlighting that in the worst case these practices reach only a handful of children and 

young people: “Child and youth parliaments are basically good methods but they are 

representative, and they do not necessarily have anything to do with genuine 

participation: five young persons from a school of 800 students participate in the 

meetings” (essay). This type of participation suits certain children and young people 

who find legitimate association with politico-administrative structures rewarding and 

empowering (e.g. Kallio et al., forthcoming). Yet, with a focus on activities restricted 

to particular forms of action, the scope of such participation remains unavoidably 

limited.  
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Being “educated and assisted to participate” implies that the youthful members 

of the community are expected to “act out” their agency in ways imagined by others 

(cf. Kallio & Häkli, 2011b; Cornwall, 2008). In this vein, formal educational 

participation practices may even hinder children and young people’s motivation and 

possibilities for self-directive active participation in matters important to them: “At the 

moment, participatory arenas are designed exclusively for those children who acquire 

special talents, allowing them to act in student councils, youth parliaments and the like. 

The real question is how to hear the weaker ones, those with poorer social skills” 

(essay). These comments are connected to an ideal of lived citizenship where people 

are seen as “active” when participating in their lived communities in ways that need not 

be taught or assisted by administrative actors (Isin, 2012; Staeheli, 2011).  

However, we inferred that there is a strong difficulty associated with taking the 

plurality of children and young people’s lifeworlds as a practical approach to 

participation, even if the existence of plurality as such was not questioned: “Basically 

we should always pay specific attention to the marginalizing, the marginalized, and 

other so-called weak groups. Yet, their problems are probably elsewhere than in 

participation in planning and decision making. Therefore professionals and advocates 

from associations can be used to represent them” (essay) (cf. Kallio, 2014). Here, for 

practical reasons the societal plurality is eventually reduced into representative 

opinions, so that the voices of the represented can be said to “have become heard”. 

Thus, the issue of representation entangles with fundamental questions concerning the 

existence of a shared reality and/or its nature (cf. Davoudi 2012). This was a constant 

issue of demarcation in both datasets. This we interpret as a profound ambiguity 

concerning the knowledge base of planning and decision-making (Bäcklund, 2007; 
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Cassia & Magno, 2011; Dalehite, 2008; Demsky & Nassehi, 2012; Faehnle et al., 2011; 

Freeman & Wass, 2010). 

7 Conclusions: the future of being a citizen?  

We recognized in all of our target cities’ CWPs and civil servants’ essays some aspects 

of normative, informational and political steering modes in relation to motives and 

goals of arranging participation, as well as regarding the contents of political agency. 

In many of them, all steering modes were present at once. This can be seen as a result 

of new operational models being layered and intermingled with old ones (e.g. Bäcklund 

& Mäntysalo, 2010; Hajer, 2003, 2009; Hajer & Wagenaar, 2003; Hiironniemi, 2005; 

Sager, 2009). Hence, with the term democracy of ambiguity we want to highlight a societal 

situation – framing democracy ideals – in which parallel steering logics and governmental 

actions operate to create an ambiguous political interface between the inhabitants and the 

actors of public administration. This may in turn result in ambiguity of democracy – with 

which we refer to the contiguous and conflicting interpretations of functional democracy 

and the definition of “citizen” in public administration.  

 The starting points of all three steering modes may as such be considered as 

justified: the normative mode stresses legality and forces public administration to 

arrange participation in general; the informational mode highlights customer feedback 

and guides public administration to consider the importance of inhabitants’ opinions 

in planning and evaluation; and the political mode emphasizes the right of the 

inhabitants to define both the objects and forms of participation. What is essential in 

this respect is the reflectivity of public administration concerning whether one or 

another steering mode dominates participation policy – and with what kind of 

consequences. We see that it is of utmost importance, for the future of democracy, to 
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recognize the roles of political agency that current steering modes enable for children 

and young people. For example, it is one thing to “learn” how to confront and process 

different societal viewpoints, and another to give individual feedback to a predefined 

issue (e.g Aberbach & Christensen, 2005; Miller & Rose, 2008; Sager, 2009). 

Practices related to a certain steering mode may also implicitly favour certain kinds of 

children and young people, which was explicitly highlighted by the civil servants. In 

such situations, promoting civic participation may also prevent some children and 

young people from seeing themselves as citizens and community members (Kallio & 

Häkli, 2014).  

The conflicting views on the content of civic participation make visible the fact 

that public administration does not form a homogenous collective with a unified mind 

to be discovered (e.g. Barnes et al., 2003; Forester, 1989; Olson & Hysing, 2012). 

Instead, constant battles concerning the nature of appropriate participation take place 

between individual actors and in relation to politico-administrative documents that 

should steer practices. This was a part of the experiential realities of many of the civil 

servants in our data. In actual planning practices, then, opposed are not inhabitants’ 

lifeworlds and a monolithic administration but rather inhabitants’ wishes related to 

political agency and administrative actors’ institutionally conditioned assumptions and 

ideas related to conceptions of what participation should be about. The end result may 

well be that the content of political agency is defined case by case, based on individual 

values of the involved administrative actors and also their contextually conditioned 

possibilities to advance their own views (cf. Olson & Hysing, 2012; also Forester, 2013; 

Freeman & Aitken-Rose, 2005).  

We also recognised issues related to general participation discourse. First, the 

possibility of reaching a common voice was problematized by implications of the 
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multiplicity of children and young people’s lifeworlds and supported by references to 

the territorially bound representative participation methods. Through these accounts, 

the fundamental ambiguity concerning whether strengthening participation should be 

about developing representative democracy methods (normative steering) or about 

fostering direct democracy, individual expression and political agency (political 

steering) becomes visible. 

Second, civil servants’ expressions of their experiences made it clear that 

irrespective of the objective of arranging participation, the practical challenge is to 

utilize the information thus gathered (also e.g. Bäcklund, 2007; Davoudi, 2012; 

Delvaux & Schoenaers, 2012; Demszky & Nassehi, 2012; Faehnle et. al, 2011). Our 

interpretation is that these accounts reflect both the strong role of bureaucratic logic in 

planning practices and a profound ambiguity related to what is considered legitimate 

and appropriate knowledge. Overall, citizens’ participation always prompts a question 

about how much, what kind of and whose experiential knowledge is needed in planning 

and decision making. The answer is profoundly related to the logic of the dominating 

meta-level steering mode. 
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