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1: INTRODUCTION
1.1: Task Summary
The following document is a report from the SPRU team to Output 4 of the SPLICE
Project. We begin by making some general remarks concerning the scope of this
Output and on the way in which we have undertaken to address each aim and task.
The aims of Output 4 are set out in the Project Case for Support as follows:
To provide recommendations on whether the very different impacts
(environmental, social and economic) of a very diverse range of energy
supply and demand options could be assessed and valued in a way which
allows them to be compared with each other in order to assist choices to
be made between them.
In order to co-ordinate consistent inputs to meeting this overall aim, the SPRU team
was asked to undertake a series of specific tasks. Each is indexed here (A) – (H) in
order to quickly introduce the way in which each task has been delivered.
The first task (A) was to review an open array of specific ‘social appraisal’ methods
broadly grouped as multicriteria analysis (MCA), multicriteria mapping (MCM) and
participatory and deliberative approaches.
In each respect we were asked (B) to summarise the purpose, strengths,
weaknesses opportunities and threats (SWOT), as well as potential linkages with
other methodologies. It was clarified that the apparent redundancy between the ‘SW’
and ‘OT’ aspects of ‘SWOT’ means that potential linkages can be addressed in
relation to opportunities. Likewise, the category of ‘potential threats’ might usefully be
used to address impacts on wider debate.
In addition we were asked (C) to review overarching issues concerning the
application of the focal methods across different scales (including time and space).
A particular focus was requested (D) concerning what was referred to as “displaced
local impacts of achieving national goals”.
We were also asked to assess (E) where these methods have been used
(successfully or otherwise) in relation to considering low carbon (or any other
aspects of) energy supply and demand.
A further series of relevant factors was specified to concern (F) the particular metrics
that are employed in each reviewed method and how these can be or have been
compared with metrics from other types of impact assessment.

It was also requested (G) that we discuss the circumstances that affect whether a
social impact assessment has been useful and the factors that influence its utility.
And a final query concerned (H) “how, if at all, do/could social impact assessments
use ecosystem service frameworks?”

1.2: Task Delivery
Given the scope and diversity of methods encompassed by Task (A), this is
addressed here by selecting a series of particular approaches that collectively span
the main axes of difference in this field. What is meant by this will emerge in more
detail in the course of the review itself. But the particular focal methods may be
summarised as the following broad categories (together with some of their most
salient contrasts):
(i)

conventional externalities assessment, CEA (otherwise variously known as
cost-benefit analysis, benefit-cost evaluation; social costs assessment);

(ii)

deliberative monetary valuation, DMV (adding variously-structured forms of
inclusive deliberation to conventional externalities assessment methods);

(iii)

staged multicriteria assessment, MCA (broadly based on principles of
multiattribute utility theory, as operationalised in multicriteria decision analysis);

(iv) social multicriteria evaluation, SME (based on a differ approach to multicriteria
modelling and involving various interactive practices to augment them);
(vi) qualitative participatory deliberation, QPD (a wide diversity variously-designed
approaches to inclusive public engagement, often based on citizens’ panels);
(v)

multicriteria mapping, MCM (qualitative / quantitative comparison of openended elicitations, that focuses not on aggregating, but mapping divergences);

(vii) Q Method, QMA (a distinctive open-ended hybrid qualitative/quantitative
approach to mapping out contrasting perspectives on any value-based issue);
The most important single factor to bear in mind in considering these methods – and
the review that follows – is that when it comes to evaluating them one compared with
another, ‘the devil is in the detail’ 1,2. Each may be implemented in a wide variety of
different ways, subject to a range of different general and context-specific evaluative
imperatives 3 4 5. Although there are general tendencies in each respect, these are
more often a reflection of the associated disciplinary cultures, than they are of
technical necessity. As a result, any process of evaluation must contend with a
‘fractal’ structure of pros and cons 6. There is no apparently positive characteristic in
respect of any possible evaluation criterion that may not be reversed by some more
detailed feature of the way in which a particular method is designed or implemented.
The review that follows is therefore based around the general tendency in practice.
Task B concerning the strengths, weaknesses opportunities and threats is obviously
subject to the above qualification. It is equally obviously a matter of perspective. In a
highly charged policy arena such as that in which these techniques are applied, the
values under which the methods themselves are appraised are just as subject to
political controversy as the issues to which they are applied 7. So what count as
‘strengths’ and ‘weaknesses’ will – to a large extent – be in the eye of the beholder.

This review addresses this challenge by means of the requested SWOT table, with
entries given explicitly in relation to particular political aims. As specified, this table
includes as opportunities the issue of ‘linkages with other methods’. Under ‘threats’ it
addresses as suggested, the question of potential impacts on wider public value
based controversies. By way of further crucial context, before this table, the intended
purpose of each method is elaborated further in the next section.
Task C concerning applicability to different scales is included – where relevant – in
the next section concerning purpose. But a crucial point to bear in mind is that all the
specific methods addressed here (as well as the general approaches they represent)
have been variously used at virtually every spatial level and temporal scale 8. There
is nothing intrinsic to the applicability of these different methods in this regard.
Observable patterns of preference are more a reflection of cultural styles in the
responsible disciplines, than any inherent features of the methods themselves.
Task D highlights in local/national trade-offs just one instance of what best be
addressed in more general terms as the handling of issues of distribution and
representation 9. These are similar to the topic of ‘scale’ in the questions they raise.
In short, there is nothing intrinsic about any of the focal methods that makes any of
them inherently or self-evidently more favourable on this count. Preferences in this
regard will reflect the precise ways in which the methods are implemented, as well
disciplinary affiliations and biases in how they are viewed. In principle, each
approach can be designed in different ways, such as to address distributional issues
like those concerning displaced local impacts 10 11 12.
Task E concerning generally established patterns of usage across different policy
areas, raises similar issues (and for the same reasons) to those discussed above in
relation to Tasks C and D. In broad terms, every one of the selected methods has
been used in some context and fashion to appraise strategic issues in energy policy
in general, and low carbon transitions in particular. All those selected here are in
principle highly applicable in this area. For instance, indicative examples of use in
energy policy include CEA 13 14 15 16 17; MCA 18 19 20 21; SME 22 23 and QPD 24 25 26 27
28. The references given in each respect also reflect some of this diversity.
The question of chosen metrics addressed in task F is closely related to the purpose
of the methods in each case, so is addressed as part of the summary for Task A in
Section 2.
Task G concerning the ‘utility’ of the different methods raises challenges very similar
to those discussed in relation especially to Task D above. Any unqualified
expression of merit orders across these (or any other methods) would reflect the
subjective values and assumptions on the part of the evaluator more than the
inherent characteristics of the methods themselves. This is discussed especially in
Section 2.5. Each mode of implementation reflects different fundamental notions of
what might constitute the ‘utility’, usefulness, appropriateness or value of the
technique itself and those with which it might be compared. So these central
evaluative challenges must necessarily be addressed in a ‘plural and conditional’
fashion, rather than a matter of absolute or definitive objectivity 29. This is how Task
A has been undertaken.
Task H implies a very specific question over the extent to which each method is
consistent with ecosystem service frameworks. Again, the inherent complexities and
realities of this field of approaches and their political context mean (as already

discussed above), that any answer is likely to tell more about the perspective under
which evaluation is conducted, than the material being evaluated . In short, all of the
reviewed techniques are susceptible to being used in some way with ecosystem
service frameworks. The main question that might be posed in this regard is ‘why?’
It is arguable that many of the methods reviewed here actually constitute preferable
means to appraise ecological values themselves (when compared with a narrow
utilitarian ‘service’ framework) 30. Some of the reasons for this are explicated in the
course of discussing the rest of this review. Whether or not it is agreed with, this
does mean that an exercise like the present project should be extremely careful
about uncritically accepting an instrumental service framework as self-evidently
appropriate even in relation to ecosystems themselves, let alone in relation to wider
societal dimensions of energy strategies.

2: BACKGROUND, PURPOSE AND METRICS
2.1: Conventional Externalities Assessment (CEA)
The family of techniques referred to here as ‘conventional externalities assessment’
are often referred to collectively as benefit-cost or cost-benefit analysis 31. These
share a central common feature, in that the issues in relation to which all options are
appraised, are typically addressed by means of the single (apparently simple) metric
of monetary value. The reference to ‘externalities’ reflects the fact that many of the
most important monetary values involved, are ‘external’ to existing markets 32. They
must therefore be elicited, inferred or modelled by means of various technical
procedures 33. In cases where the issues under scrutiny are those related to
provision of ecological services, then the resulting ‘ecosystem service frameworks’
constitute a member of this broad family of methods 34.
The purpose of doing this is to deal with the massive practical inconvenience for the
purposes of justifying particular policies, that the various relevant issues are typically
‘incommensurable’ 35. In other words, they are ‘apples and oranges’ – intrinsically not
subject to aggregation under a single metric. So, what CEA apparently offers in this
regard, is a way to reconcile this fundamental impossibility 36. By assigning a single
distribution of monetary values across all such issues, it renders alternative policy
options not only roughly comparable in broad qualitative terms, nor just as subject to
a neat approximate ordinal (i.e.: relative) sequence; but as apparently amenable to
an unambiguous ordering on a precise cardinal (i.e.: quantitative) scale – expressing
the exact ratios and intervals separating the overall merits of each policy option.
The trouble is, that it has been demonstrated in Nobel Prize winning analysis in the
field of welfare economics and rational choice theory underlying these methods, that
even the aspiration (let alone the claim) of a single definitive ordering of
incommensurable issues is, in a plural society, not only impossible in practice to
guarantee – but inherently meaningless even to contemplate 37 38 39. So, the

apparent policy utility comes at the price of serious inaccuracy in relation to realworld complexities, uncertainties and subjectivities.
Nonetheless, in terms of pros and cons, CEA can still hold strong attractions under
an instrumental perspective – where it is simply assumed that the aim is
automatically to comply with the aims of clients (or wider incumbent interests in any
given controversy), whether this be government, business or an NGO 7. In such
cases, few policy rhetorics are more potent than one expressing unequivocal
confidence over the aggregation of incommensurable issues and expressing these in
the familiar and highly operational terms of monetary value, without acknowledging
any uncertainty or ambiguity 40. But it follows from this same apparent strength under
one view, that there exists a corresponding serious weakness under other views.
These are, that CEA in all its forms serves effectively to suppress uncertainty, deny
ambiguity and force one particular evaluative perspective at the expense of others –
thus undermining both science (which it misrepresents) as well as democracy itself
41.

2.2: Deliberative Monetary Valuation (DMV)
In this family of methodologies, various deliberative processes are used alongside
conventional optimisation analysis, to assign a metric of monetary value to reflect
the performance of a range of policy options across a set of relevant issues 42. The
main purpose is to address some of the acknowledged challenges summarised
above in the case of more purely analytical forms of CEA (Section 1.2) 43.
Depending on how DMV is reported, the main general difference with CEA is that the
process of assigning these monetary values can be more transparent in relation to
diverse extant social and political perspectives 44. And the particular values assigned
are much more subject to the agency of those participants who are able to engage in
the process. Processes of deliberation can offer a learning experience for those
involved. And they open the possibility of subjecting the final results to some kind of
sensitivity analysis to reflect the divergent views expressed during the process of
deliberation. This is not usually undertaken, but might in principle be reconstructed
by a third party in order to reveal some of the concealed ambiguities.
However, in the end, DMV produces as an output, the same kind of discrete arrays
of monetary values that are typically produced in CEA. So it is in principle subject to
the same kinds of concern addressed in that case (Section 2.1). In this regard, a
review by Stagl for DEFRA concludes “deliberative monetary valuation is most
suitable for the appraisal of projects whose impacts are relatively well understood,
where the impacts do not reach far into the future, and which do not affect complex
ecosystem services such as biodiversity” 45.

2.3: Staged Multicriteria Analysis (MCA)
The label used above for this family of methods is the one chosen by Stagl in a
useful review for DEFRA 45. This term is applied here, as it was by her, to address a
diverse array of multicriteria techniques 46 47 – also reviewed elsewhere in detail for
DEFRA 48. There exist many divisions within this field, some of which lead to
methods that may derive contrasting findings when applied to the same kinds of
policy challenge. But a common feature of all these methods, is a move away from
the apparently unambiguous (but as we have seen, potentially highly misleading)
metric of monetary value. The metrics used instead are more abstract measures of
relative value, as variously produced by each method.
This said, all these methods share a basic overall purpose, which is to further
address the challenges of incommensurability described in relation to CEA in Section
2.1. This is done by affording variously more sophisticated ways to explore the
implications of divergent priorities and values – and sometimes uncertainties –
across contrasting social perspectives. The ‘three stages’ sometimes referred to in
the labelling of this methodology, is simply one means by which this can be achieved
– as set out in a particularly relevant approach developed and widely applied in
Germany by Renn and Webler 49 50, including to energy issues.
In this form, MCA uses a ‘co-operative discourse’ approach, in which key
uncertainties and ambiguities in appraisal are addressed in distinct ways at different
stages of analysis. In short, the evaluation criteria are selected in advance by major
stakeholders. The scoring of benefits and impacts under these criteria is undertaken
entirely by experts. Here, there is some attention to uncertainties. But these are
generally treated as if they were relatively tractable ‘risks’ (i.e.: amenable to the
assigning of probabilities) 51. So – as is typically the case in CEA and DMV –
uncertainties of a more challenging kind are correspondingly excluded from analysis
35.
Crucial to this kind of approach, is that the input of citizens is restricted to the
exploration of alternative values. So, there is no opportunity for citizens to question
the scope or structuring of issues as determined by major stakeholders. And the
scoring of benefits and impacts by experts remains similarly inaccessible to
interrogation. Since expression of uncertainties is also somewhat reduced (as
discussed above), this leaves MCA to be rather circumscribed in its ability to explore
a full range of alternative perspectives and possibilities 52.
In her earlier study for DEFRA, Stagl found that three-stage MCA is most
appropriately used when the impacts of a policy, programme or project are
reasonably well understood by experts but where there is a significant technical
component 45. But this kind of application leaves unaddressed the issues of
ambiguity and uncertainty mentioned above.

2.4: Social Multicriteria Evaluation (SME)
Social multicriteria evaluation differs from MCA in a number of ways that are
important in methodological terms, but often less so in respect of the practical
implications for policy and wider political debate. It was mentioned in discussing
MCA (Section 2.3), that the field of multicriteria analysis is divided between many
divergent approaches. Arguably the single most important such division is between a
‘Francophone’ tradition involving a procedure for pairwise comparison between
options as compared under each criterion and an ‘Anglophone’ tradition more
directly based on conventional utility theory and neoclassical ideas of rational choice
53.
Like MCA – and unlike CEA and DMV – SME makes use of an abstract value metric
54. But the purpose in this case is to address more specifically than do any of these
techniques, the challenges of complexity, ambiguity and uncertainty. SME does this
by combining participatory techniques with a pairwise comparison approach to
multicriteria analysis. This affords greater agency to participants of all kinds
(including citizens) to frame the ways in which different policy, programme or project
options are taken into account – and how conflicting interests are handled 55.
A particular focus of SME lies in the provision of transparency – both to participants
and third parties. It is intended that this help foster ‘social learning’ – so that the
appraisal exercise itself is not simply about the outputs that are produced, but also
about the process in which the different parties are engaged 54.
In her earlier analysis for DEFRA, Stagl finds that “[t]his method is most suitable for
the appraisal of policies, programmes or projects whose impacts are not well
understood yet and therefore benefit from a multidisciplinary modelling of impacts” 45.
In these terms, Stagl is referring more to a ‘transdisciplinary’ than a ‘multidisciplinary’
value, since the latter is more closely shared with the other techniques reviewed
earlier here 56. After all, BCA and DMV are equally typically multidisciplinary
(although the typical dominance of economics in the framing of the method means
they are less interdisciplinary than MCA or SME). If it is used to involve citizens in
more transparent, respectful and less circumscribed ways as aimed, then SME may
also by this means claim some degree of ‘transdisciplinarity’ 57,58.
However, it remains the case that under principles of rigour shared by all rational
choice approaches (including CEA, DMV and MCA), SME can be argued to display
serious methodological deficiencies. In some circumstances, these can lead to
artefacts in the ranking process, such as rank reversals that may confuse or
undermine confidence 59. Despite the positive efforts that distinguish this approach
over the others mentioned here, SME may also be challenged concerning the extent
and depth in which it permits participants to explore the full range of ambiguities and
uncertainties. So it may correspondingly prove limited in the degree to which it can

deliver on the aims of social learning. But SME remains favourable in comparison
with all techniques reviewed thus far, in relation to these particular aims.

2.5: Qualitative Participatory Deliberation (QPD)
Under this category of approach, are included an enormous diversity of different
methods ranging variously through focus groups, citizen’s panels, stakeholder
negotiation, interactive modelling, community visioning, do-it-yourself juries, open
space, consensus conferences 60 61 62 63 64 65. Each particular method typically
displays a variety of quite radical contrasting alternative ways in which it can be
designed, commissioned, recruited, framed, bounded, overseen, focused, facilitated,
staged, structured, reported, evaluated and articulated with other methods and with
policy debates. Each of these attributes in the constituting of any particular instance
of qualitative participatory deliberation is spelled out explicitly here, because each
presents a dimension on which (as explained in Section 1.1) ‘the devil is in the detail’
in any attempt to draw general analytic or evaluative conclusions 66.
Compounding this complexity, is the fact that virtually any particular method of
participatory deliberation (and any detail of the above kind in the implementation of
each), can also be combined with any of the other methods reviewed in this survey.
For instance, one particular approach to QPD reviewed by Stagl for DEFRA is
‘stakeholder decision analysis’ (SDA) 45 67. This initially employed a qualitative form
of multicriteria analysis. The method was later articulated with the quantitative
procedure at the heart of MCM to form the synthetic approach called ‘deliberative
mapping’ (DM) 68 69. And DMV and SME inherently involve the use of some kind of
participatory deliberation in association with their own quantitative procedures.
Perhaps most flexible of all, ‘multicriteria mapping’ (MCM) can be used as an adjunct
to some variant of virtually any of the broad participatory approaches identified
above (Section 2.6) 70.
The task of generalising mentioned repeatedly here, is therefore especially difficult in
respect of this category of approach. However, the bottom line response in relation
to the key queries of interest here are as follows. The fundamentally qualitative
nature of these processes means that the issue of metrics remains secondary. In
short, it is possible to make use of any metric that might be considered relevant, but
it is recognised that any comparison across different metrics will be subject to
qualitative considerations – and that these properly form the central focus of
appraisal. For those for whom adherence to a particular single metric is a matter of
principle, then, all forms of QPD will tend to be seen as correspondingly deficient.
With regard to purpose, there arises another important point. In common with the
real-world implementation of all other appraisal methods considered here, the
underlying purpose of appraisal will typically differ as between different participants.
Powerful incumbent interests will typically wish to use the exercise to justify some

policy decision, such as to enhance the degree to which they are trusted, increase
acceptance of their interests and reduce the risks attached to dissent and protest
40,71. This may, or may not, involve a desire to assert a particular pre-conceived
referred decision 7.
Likewise, various stakeholder interests will wish to use appraisal as part of wider
strategies to assert particular favoured policy outcomes – or to give a voice to
perspectives that they have reason to believe are otherwise excluded. Practitioners
of appraisal will typically experience great pressure to align with one or other of
these powerful interests. But they may also hold strong interests of their own – for
instance in broadening out the scope of appraisal and ‘opening up’ the picture given
to policy concerning the implications of contrasting perspectives 72. For their part,
ostensibly ‘disinterested’ participants like ordinary citizens will typically always have
their own biases and enthusiasms – and will (like policy makers) often wish to gain a
sense of satisfaction in contributing to a tangible policy outcome, sometimes even if
this is at the expense of reducing complexity.
In general then, there is with participatory deliberation as with other approaches to
appraisal, a need to be cautious about attributing any single clear-cut ‘purpose’ 73,74.
Even individual perspectives may oscillate in complex ways between an instrumental
purpose, aiming at some particular pre-conceived ‘right decision’, or a substantive
purpose of finding in an open, balanced way what looks like the ‘the best decision’
under different views; and/or a normative purpose in ensuring that whatever method
is used (and irrespective of the outcomes), the process itself is conducted
appropriately 7. As with other methods, it is impossible to evaluate participatory
deliberation in abstract terms, without being explicit as to the particular purpose.

2.6: Multicriteria Mapping (MCM)
Multicriteria mapping constitutes one attempt to address all the issues raised thus far
in this review – spanning qualitative and quantitative approaches; giving balanced
attention to an unconstrained array of issues and options; allowing participants ‘to be
in the driving seat’ (without steering or constraining them in particular directions); but
at the same time imposing clear principles of rigour in the ways that options and
issues are appraised and the transparency with which this is conveyed to third
parties for peer review 70 75. It is recommended in a DEFRA manual as an especially
effective means to address these kinds of challenges 48.
At the same time MCM is distinct from all other methods reviewed here, in taking the
fullest account of uncertainties and ambiguities and clearly expressing these in the
final result – serving to help ‘open up’ the practical policy implications of divergent
values, assumptions and contexts 76. In short, MCM aims at the same time rigorously
and accountably to deliver on all three kinds of purpose discussed in Section 2.5:
instrumental (in allowing expression of particular interests); substantive (in

illuminating the diverse concrete implications for decision making) and normative (in
doing this in ways that are compliant equally with quantitative and qualitative
principles of rigour) 52.
Like other methods, MCM can be implemented in various ways in order to meet
different instantiations of these aims in contrasting contexts. It can be used purely as
an interview technique, with deliberation carried out later on the basis of presentation
of the qualitative and quantitative results. And – since the basic tool is an accessible
form of web-based software – this may (depending on the aims) be undertaken
either in person or remotely. With due caution, either approach can be combined and
integrated with variously-staged group based deliberative processes. And as part of
this, MCM can use as inputs (among others), the outputs of any of the other methods
reviewed here – or scientific environmental assessment techniques. Likewise, it may
itself be taken as an input to exercises in participatory deliberation reviewed in the
previous section (Section 2.5) 77.
On the positive side, MCM is relatively broad and flexible in scope, avoiding the
imposition of constraints on the type of issue that can be taken into account or the
way they can be defined. This contrasts with other multicriteria techniques where
appraisal is virtually always based exclusively on utilitarian trade-offs, where options
and even criteria are sometimes prescribed in advance, where participants’ criteria
are often aggregated on a single ‘value tree’, where scoring is usually performed by
a narrow specialist group, leaving citizen or stakeholder input restricted to criteria
definition and weighting. These features allow MCM to faithfully reflect perspectives
from a wide range of different participants without imposing undue constraints or
engendering counterproductive tensions 75.
On the negative side, MCM in itself and as it stands is still largely an individual
interview-based tool. The interview process is quite demanding. Unless special
additional arrangements are made, provision for effective group deliberation and
citizen (rather than specialist) engagement can be limited. These deficiencies are
readily addressed by incorporating MCM into a broader process providing both for
citizen participation and intensive in-depth group deliberation involving both citizens
and specialists. This more elaborate approach is termed ‘Deliberative Mapping’ 68.
It is important to recall, though, that under instrumental objectives prioritising the
securing of justification, the distinctive degree of ‘broadening out’ and ‘opening up’
offered by MCM 72 can be viewed as a disadvantage. Although MCM can be used to
illuminate a single ‘average’ picture of rankings across all perspectives, this is
qualified by transparent acknowledgement of the degree to which this picture varies.
Correspondingly, the lack of such transparency in other methods (like CEA, DMV,
MCA and even consensus-oriented participatory approaches), can be seen as an
advantage if the aim is simply to justify decisions 78.

2.7: Q Method (QME)
Originating in social psychology 79, Q Methodology is a powerful, mature and wellestablished approach, which unusually (like MCM) combines hybrid quantitative and
qualitative dimensions 80 75. It is particularly easy and cost-effective to implement.
However, the style tends to be less well oriented to addressing the comparative
performance of concrete policy options. Instead, the strengths of Q method lie in
illuminating key distinct perspectives concerning the divergent reasons why different
possible policies might be considered positive or negative. It is especially powerful
as a way of identifying associations between contrasting ostensibly entirely separate
enthusiasms and concerns. This can be useful, where the purpose is to understand
better how different perspectives relate to each other 81.
Q method is based on the compilation by the analyst of a large set of short clear
statements on an issue in question, drawn from a rich diversity of sources and
perspectives and covering a full envelop of the different evaluative dimensions
associated with contrasting policy options. Engaged in relatively short individual
interviews, representative individuals are recruited from a wide range of different
perspectives to order these statements according to how much they agree or
disagree with each. The results of these ‘Q sorts’ are processed statistically to reveal
the degree to which positions on different dimensions associated and diverge from
each other. As a result, Q can be very effective at identifying “similarities among
individual attitudes, which may not have been known a priori” 82 (p. 35, emphasis
added).
The metric used in Q, such as it is, then, is an abstract measure of proximity and
distance between perspectives. Like MCM, the purpose is as much to illuminate
diversity and distinguish between contending reasons for different possible actions,
rather than to focus single-mindedly on aggregated ‘best practice’ policies.
The main disadvantage of Q, in these terms, is that it is not primarily designed for
application directly to alternative policy interventions. It is also not so much a directly
interactive deliberative method – the kinds of learning that it can contribute to are
more individual or collective on the basis of the results. There is typically no group
interaction as part of the process itself. It is more effectively used to cast light on the
divergent conditions and pros and cons associated with a set of policy options taken
as a whole. However, by using Q to differentiate between contrasting perspectives
and identify their principal priorities and concerns, it can be used as a powerful
means to inform the recruitment of participants for other methods involving public
engagement – like DMV, MCA, SME, QPD and MCM.

SWOT Table
This table summarises in the recommended form, the substantive material dealt with in more detail in the above narrative account.
Impact Evaluation
Frameworks

Type of outputs and
indicative costs (k£)

Strength

Weakness

Opportunity

Threat

The major strengths
(where these aims apply)
lie in the justificatory
power for policy making,
and associated capacity
for narrowing down the
scope of assessment and
closing down associated
political debates. Also
where this aim applies, a
further major strength is
the credibility associated
with use of the familiar
and ostensibly objective
metric of monetary value.

Major weaknesses are the
lack of scope for public
and stakeholder
engagement; inadequate
treatment of uncertainty
and ambiguity; lack of
transparency in reflecting
key sensitivities; lack of
robustness in relation to
aggregation and – where
these aims apply – a
tendency to narrow in
appraisal and close down
associated political
debates.

Because this claims directly
to derive a metric that is
generally comparable, the
associated body language
and culture can (however
details are expressed)
seriously undermine scope
for appreciating the value of
other techniques.

The fact that uncertainties
and ambiguities are
concealed in ostensibly
precise and definitive
monetary values has the
effect of seriously
suppressing the quality of
policy debates and wider
democratic discourse in the
field.

The major strengths
(where these aims apply)
lie in the justificatory
power for policy making,
and associated capacity
for narrowing down the
scope of assessment and
closing down associated
political debates. The
scope for deliberation,
illumination of
divergences and process
learning are also
additional strengths. And
there is also the benefit of
using, but somewhat
diminished by the reduced
credibility fostered by
deliberation revealing the

Although labelled as
“deliberative”, the
constraints of the monetary
focus mean this is
significantly less so in
comparison with other
methods (like SME, QPD
and MCM)

There is greater openness
than in CEA for articulation
with other techniques,
because the deliberative
aspect allows greater
latitude than is the case in
rigid calculative externalities
assessment, for taking
account of the qualitative
implications of the pictures
yielded by different appraisal
methods. But, in the end, the
monetary idiom raises
similar difficulties.

(on basis of comparable
modest sized policy
scoping project)

Conventional Externalities
Assessment (CEA)

Ostensibly precise
rankings across policy
options based on familiarsounding monetary
values.
20-40

Deliberative Monetary
Valuation (DMV)

Ostensibly precise
rankings across policy
options based on familiarsounding monetary
Values. Some learning as
part of process.
30-60

This can be seen as
combining the worst of all
worlds, in compromising
on the justificatory power
of CEA, whilst adding
further complexity but
failing to deliver the
corresponding benefits of
flexibility, transparency and
robustness associated with
multicriteria or participatory

So - other than a means to
address specific economic
issues in MCA, SME and
MCM, CEA does not fit well
with other methods.

If sensitivity analysis is used
to convey the implications of
divergent perspectives in the
reporting of results, then this
can be less threatening than
conventional externalities
assessment in respect of the
issues raised for CEA.

Staged Multicriteria
Assessment (MCA)

Complete ranking of
policy options as derived
from a highly structured
and stylised process and
subject to weighting of
different views.
20-50

Social Multicriteria
Evaluation (SME)

Complete or partial
ranking of a particular
aggregated picture of
policy options and some
learning as part of
process.
30-60

Qualitative Participatory
Deliberation (QPD)

Deliberated consensus
with strong learning as
part of process and some
possibility for selected
illumination of dissenting
views and reasons for key
divergences.
30-60

shortcomings of this
metric.

deliberative methods.

Major strengths (where
these apply) are shared
with CEA and DMV – in
the capacity to close
down and so justify
particular decisions. That
this is associated with a
greater degree of
flexibility and
transparency can under
some views enhance
these benefits. The more
fully the method is
combined with
participatory processes,
the more this applies.

A bit like DMV, the
compromise on different
evaluative imperatives
embodied in MCA mean
that it can ‘fall between
stools’. With respect to the
aim of ‘opening up’, it lacks
the flexibility breadth,
transparency of MCM and
the robustness and social
learning associated with
participatory approaches.
But it also lacks the power
to justify decisions, often
associated with a
monetary metric.

Due to the focus on closing
down, there may under
some views be a strong
responsibility to link such
approaches with other
methods that open up wider
perspectives to ensure
more, democratically
accountable policy making.

If sensitivity analysis is used
to convey the implications of
divergent perspectives in the
reporting of results, then this
can be less threatening than
conventional externalities
assessment in respect of the
issues raised for CEA.

This can display
essentially the same
strengths as DMV, but
with additional scope for
stakeholder engagement,
transparency and social
learning. But it is less
strong (where this aim
applies) with regard to the
use of the familiar and
ostensibly objective metric
of monetary value.

In many ways, this
displays a similar set of
compromises to MCA, but
weighted somewhat more
favourably on the side of
opening up and learning
and somewhat less so on
the side of closing down
and justification decision.

The relative neutrality of
these methods allow greater
potential for articulation with
other methods than above.
But – to the extent that most
remain utilitarian – these
methods tend to exclude a
full account of in-principle
issues that are covered in
QPD or MCM approaches.

The problem identified with
respect to opportunities to
the left presents a threat of a
lesser degree but similar
kind to that discussed
above.

A diverse array of
methods with different
detailed strengths. If
conducted in an open
fashion, all tend to display
high flexibility and
robustness in relation to
participants’ interests.
Depending on how
undertaken, can also
promote strong learning.

Under a viewpoint
prioritising quantitative
procedure as an end in
itself, the purely qualitative
form of these approaches
is a serious disadvantage.

These techniques can be
used as an overarching way
to take account of the
outputs of any other
approach discussed here.

Where the design, faming or
implementation QPD are
used to close down policy
debates and justify particular
decisions, then they can
present essentially the same
threats (albeit in different
form) that are noted for
CEA.

But if closed down in
order to deliver

Conversely, where value is
attached to rigorous
exploration of uncertainties
and ambiguities and the
opening up policy debates,
then the frequent focus of
these methods on closure

However, there can be
mitigating factors, in that the
widespread practice of QPD
can help foster the (albeit

Multicriteria Mapping
(MCM)

Map of contrasting
rankings of policy options
under different
perspectives (including an
overall average), as well
as illumination of related
uncertainties, ambiguities
and relevant values plus
discourse analysis and
learning as part of the
process.
20-60

Q Method (QME)

More aligned to
illuminating underlying
issues rather than policy
options. Clear
differentiation of principal
divergent perspectives on
a problem.
10-20

legitimation, justification
or consensus, then these
‘strengths’ (where seen as
such), can bring reduced
legitimacy, transparency
and learning.

and consensus can also
be a serious disadvantage
– in the extreme broadly
comparable to CEA.

Major strengths lie in the
flexibility and broadening
out of the scope of
appraisal and the opening
up of policy debates.
Quantitative data is
substantiated by rich
qualitative material and a
rigorous and transparent
picture of uncertainties,
ambiguities and divergent
values. The process also
fosters significant
learning.

The main weakness of
MCM (where this quality is
seen as such), is the fact
that a technique aimed at
opening up policy debates,
can have the effect of
destabilising closure and
the justification of
particular decisions.

A very effective way to
scope out underlying
issues and illuminate how
different perspectives and
aspects relate to each
other – possibly revealing
associations and
distinctions that are
entirely unexpected.

Q is not primarily geared
towards a focus on
concrete policy actions, but
rather at understanding the
issues and perspectives
that determine how these
are viewed.

In this sense, Q method
can be a powerful aid to
opening up decisions. Q
is also a relatively quick
and easy to implement.

unintended) effect of raising
wider expectations
concerning responsibilities
to be transparent and
responsive in policy making.
The flexibility of MCM in
addressing in a balanced
way such a diversity of input,
issues and perspectives,
means it offers an especially
strong tool for integrating the
outputs of a range of other
methods.

There is no guarantee that
MCM will be implemented in
accordance with its own
driving principles. Like other
kinds of MCA and SME, it
can be used in a narrow
fashion to close down
decisions.
Where this occurs, some of
the design features offer
greater opportunities for
interrogation, but the explicit
aims do lend a particular
vulnerability to legitimation.

The rigorous exploration of
different aspects of
appraisal required in this
process can also be
demanding both form
analysts and participants.
Q can offer a powerful tool
to inform the recruitment of
participants in participatory
processes and the framing
of issues and options for
deliberation and analysis
alike..

The complex and
ambiguous configurations of
perspectives that can be
identified in Q, can be
difficult to interpret or to
relate in concrete ways to
practical policy choices.
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