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Abstract 
The thesis studies one method, focus group discussions, for public participation in the starting 
of implementing the European Community Water Framework Directive at a catchment level. 
Focus group discussions can be used as a method for bringing relevant stakeholder-groups 
into the discussion and evaluation of different possible solutions to problems of managing 
local waters in order to lower nutrient emissions and stop eutrophication. Of special interest in 
the study is the participants’ development of collaboration and collaborative learning in the 
focus groups. Also of interest is their change in attitudes during the focus group process and 
their will to participate in similar settings. The thesis assesses the results of three 
questionnaires responded by focus group participants in a study carried out by the Swedish 
Water Management Research Programme, VASTRA. The participants represent stakeholders 
in Rönne å catchment in Skåne, and also the results from ten focus group discussions with the 
same participants.  
 
Keywords: 
EC WFD implementation, VASTRA, focus group discussions, collaboration, collaborative 
learning, public participation, eutrophication, attitudes  
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”Water is not a commercial product as any other but, rather, a heritage which must be 

protected, defended and treated as such.”1 

1 Introduction 
Water is an essential element for all living organisms and a basic condition for life on the 
planet earth. As a resource, the importance of water is not to be underestimated. At the present 
lack of clean water is globally one of the largest problems. The waters in Europe are suffering 
from problems with eutrophication. Although Sweden has a relatively good supply of water of 
high quality, eutrophication is a large threat to the Swedish watercourses.2 
 
To increase the level of ambition with regard to the protection of the waters and aquatic 
ecosystems within the European Union (EU), The European Parliament and the European 
Council has adopted a directive for water.3 The European Community Water Framework 
Directive (EC WFD) specifies common member-state environmental objectives for surface-
waters, groundwater and for protected areas. The environmental quality objectives are 
fundamental for the work with water protection and are to be attained at the latest year 2015.4 
The overall objective is to achieve “good water status” and where “good water status” is, it 
ought to be preserved.5  
 
The water management in Sweden is currently undergoing important changes in order to 
adopt the new European Water Framework Directive, a new Environmental Code and new 
and revised National Environmental Quality Objectives.6 Sweden is going to be divided into 
five water districts based around the connection of geographical areas.7 Under the five water 
districts, there will be 119 catchments. The 119 catchments are to be the starting-point for the 
local work in Sweden.8 The planing-process within the river basins will be permeated by the 
principles of creating collaboration, participation and engagement. The EC WFD stresses the 
importance of public participation and the forming of local bodies for co-operation to 
implement the framework directive and to form programmes of measures.9 Neither the 
implementation nor the degree of public participation is in detail restricted in the directive.10 
The lack of thorough restrictions makes it both important and interesting to investigate how 
this can be done in an effective way at a catchment level. There are many methods for public 
participation and one of them is focus groups. 
 
Using focus groups attain high applicability in the implementation process. Focus groups 
work in a collaborative manner. They promote creative discussions and work as a meeting 
place for different stakeholders. This thesis builds on a pilot study carried out by the Swedish 
Water Management Research Programme, VASTRA, in Rönne å catchment. From this, 
conclusions that collaboration and collaborative learning are developed in focus groups are 
drawn. Knowledge is shared through in-group discussions. Obtaining participation and co-
                                                           
1 EC Water Framework Directive, 2000, p 1 
2 Proposition 2003/04:2, p 12 
3 EC Water Framework Directive, 2000, p 1 
4 Article 4 in the WFD specifies the environmental objectives  
5 SOU 2002:105, p 69 
6 www.VASTRA.org  
7 SOU 2002:105, p 10 ff 
8 Proposition 2003/2004:2 
9 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Report 5307, 2003, p 53 
10 Ibid., p 7 



Collaboration at a catchment level, 
a prerequisite for the implementation of the European Community Water Framework Directive? 

 
 

 7

operation in the beginning of the implementation process will make those effected by 
measures feel greater commitment and greater responsibility for a programme of measures11. 
Co-operation and collaboration at a catchment level ease the possibilities for learning between 
stakeholders and creates chances of consensus agreements. 

1.1 The Aim of the Study 
The study aims at investigating the use of focus groups in the aspect of it being a useful tool 
to start the implementation of the EC Water Framework Directive at a catchment level.  
 
For the most effective use of focus groups, it is important that collaboration and collaborative 
learning emerges in the groups. To find out whether collaboration and collaborative learning 
emerge, answering following research questions is necessary: 
 
• Do the participants get increased knowledge about eutrophication during the focus groups 

discussions?  
• Is there a change in the participants’ attitudes towards suggested measures during the 

focus group process? 
• Are there constructive discussions in the focus groups?  
• Do the participants appreciate the involvement of various stakeholders for collaboration in 

settings similar with focus groups? 
• Do the participants feel as being part of the future implementation process? 
• Can the use of focus groups lead to increased collaboration in water management? 

1.2 Delimitation in the Study 
To get an understanding of whether collaboration and collaborative learning emerge in focus 
groups in the actual implementation of the EC WFD, it is limited to look only at attitudes and 
collaborative learning perspectives. It is also important to consider the aspects of the time the 
participants want to put into the focus groups, the financing of the focus groups, etceteras. 
These aspects are not investigated in this study because researchers in the VASTRA 
programme focus on some of them. It would also be too complex to study all possible aspects 
in this master thesis.  
 
There are many more water-related problems than eutrophication, which are not considered in 
this study. Choosing eutrophication stems from my using of results from the VASTRA study 
and the focus on eutrophication that VASTRA has. Since this study assesses the results from a 
VASTRA study in Rönne å catchment, it was natural for me to focus on this aspect and not on 
other water-related problems.  
 
Because of the limited time of the study, it is not possible to examine if changes in attitudes 
and increased knowledge will lead to that measures are actually taken. And most important of 
all, if the measures lead to watercourses of “good quality”. These aspects are suggested for a 
future study.  

1.3 The Outline of the Thesis  
The thesis is divided into seven chapters. Chapter two describes the EC WFD and the new 
work-procedures that the implementation involves. In chapter three a theoretical reflection 
around attitudes, collaboration and collaborative learning is done. The VASTRA focus group 

                                                           
11 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Report 5307, 2003, p 53, EC Water Framework Directive, 2000 
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study and the empirical material used in this thesis are described in chapter four. Chapter five 
has a methodological reflection around research policy, validity, reliability, and around the 
focus groups and the questionnaires. The results from the focus group discussions and the 
questionnaires are presented and analysed in chapter six. Finally chapter seven discusses the 
results’ representativity. Also in chapter seven are the conclusions from the study and 
suggestions for possible future research. 

2 European Community Water Framework Directive 

2.1 Why a Directive for Water? 
As set out in Article 174 of the Treaty of Amsterdam, the European Community policy on 
environment is to contribute to pursuit of the objectives of preserving, protecting and 
improving the quality of the environment. Natural resources are to be prudently and rationally 
used and be based on the precautionary principle and on the principles that preventive action 
should be taken. Environmental damage should, as a priority, be rectified at source and the 
polluter should pay. 12  
 
To get an increased level of ambition with regard to the protection of the waters and aquatic 
ecosystems, the European Union Parliament and Council adopted the Water Framework 
Directive, in October 2000. The reasons for establishing a directive for water is motivated in 
its introducing paragraph: 
 
”Water is not a commercial product as any other but, rather, a heritage which must be 
protected, defended and treated as such.” 13 
 
With the EC WFD, the EU for the first time takes a coherent grip of the water policy.14 The 
ultimate aim of the directive is to achieve the elimination of priority hazardous substances and 
contribute to achieving concentrations in the marine environment near background values for 
naturally occurring substances. It is also to establish a framework for the protection of inland 
surface waters, transitional waters, coastal waters and groundwater within the European 
Union. Good water quality in all waters is to be achieved till year 2015, and where good water 
quality is, it is to be preserved.15 

2.1.1 Implementing Directives in National Law 
Directives have to be implemented in the national law before they are binding for the national 
work of implementation. Then they are binding with regard to the result that is to be achieved, 
but it is up to the national authority to decide how to form and the way to proceed for the 
implementation.16 In Sweden the implementation process started in January 2004.17 The time-
schedule for working out a program of measures in accordance with the EC WFD is highly 
regulated, but the directive has no detailed regulations about the process for working out the 
program.18 

                                                           
12 EC Water Framework Directive, 2000, p 2 
13 Ibid., p 1 
14 SOU 2002:105, p 42 
15 EC Water Framework Directive, 2000, p 3 ff 
16 Mahmoudi, 2003, p 32 
17 www.regeringen.se last visited 2004-04-19 
18 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Report 5307, 2003, p 53 
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2.2 New Organisation 

2.2.1 Five Water Districts… 
According to a commission of inquiry19, Sweden is 
going to be divided into five water districts based 
around the connection of geographical areas.20 The 
image to the right shows the suggested division. 
The organisation for the work with water is to 
follow waterways and the division is decided on the 
environment rather than old administrative 
boundaries.21 In each of the district a water 
authority will be established. Their purpose is to 
ensure the fulfilment of the environmental 
objectives for water. They will also be responsible 
for programmes of action and administrative plans 
for their district. With the new water authorities, 
resources and competence on water is concentrated 
to fewer administrations than at the present. This is 
also to reach a high cost-effectiveness and to get 
clear lines for responsibility among authorities.22  

2.2.2 … and 119 Catchments 
Under the five water districts, there will be 119 catchments. The 119 catchments are to be the 
starting-point for the local work in Sweden.23 The planing-process within the catchments will 
be permeated by the principles of creating collaboration, participation and engagement.24 

2.3 Public Participation 

2.3.1 Public Participation in the EC WFD Implementation 
The EC WFD stresses the importance of public participation and the forming of local bodies 
for co-operation to implement the framework directive and to gain approval for it in the 
community. It is expressed in article 14 of the directive that:  
 
“Member States shall encourage the active involvement of all interested parties in the 
implementation of this directive, in particular in the production, review and updating of the 
river basin management plans”25 
 
Public participation is important through the entire planning process for the EC WFD 
implementation. The European Commission emphasises the importance of collaboration in 
water related issues, not only between countries but also between local stakeholders from 
different sectors. It is also important to let all concerned stakeholders, especially at the local 

                                                           
19 The Committee on Swedish Water Administration, Joakim Ollén 
20 SOU 2002:105, p 10 ff 
21 Proposition 2003/2004:2 
22 SOU 2002:105, p 10 ff 
23 Proposition 2003/2004:2 
24 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Report 5307, 2003, p 53 
25 EC Water Framework Directive, 2000 
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level, be involved in the shaping and implementing of the programmes of measures. Co-
ordination in the beginning of the planning-process is important. This provides people the 
chance of giving their opinions and suggestions of measures before a decision is made. 
Another effect of participation is that those effected by the future measures feel a greater 
commitment and responsibility for the programme of measure if they were involved before 
the establishing of the programme of measures.26 
 
There are many different methods for increased public participation. Common for the methods 
is that they demand consideration, knowledge and resources to be carried out. It is also 
necessary that the public is interested in participating.27  
 
Since neither the implementation nor the degree of public participation is restricted in the 
directive, it is important to investigate how this can be done at a catchment level to get as 
effective as possible. The effect of the administration will be more direct at the local level and 
more response from the public and local stakeholders will be noticeable. This input can then 
be aggregated to a higher level to profit local knowledge on catchment basis. Public 
participation is important for the programme of measures since it likely will better the effect 
of implementation and a sustainable contribution. The purpose of public participation is to 
ease for an effective implementation of the directive. It can also lead to increased 
democratisation of the decision-making process.28  
 
Public participation has, as stated above, many positive effects but there are also problems 
related to it. When participation becomes the goal itself, and not the means to reach the goal, 
problems can occur. By inviting the public to participate in making plans or programmes that 
are never implemented has the risk of losing the public’s confidence in similar processes. This 
is related to the problem with creating arenas for public participation that has neither the 
resources nor the mandate to influence or take any decisions. The participation can also be 
reduced to a ritual rather than a forum for discussions around alternative solutions. Another 
problem is the representativity of the public participating, meaning that the people 
participating might not be representative for the entire public.29 

2.3.2 Local Bodies for Co-operation30 
The Committee on Swedish Water Administration suggests that the municipalities and the 
county administrative board take the initiative to build local bodies for co-operation.31 These 
local bodies for co-operation can have the character of a water-work partnership in 
catchments, in which stakeholders such as water management associations, business, sewage 
plants managers, farmers and organisations can be part. Their task is to set off the local 
perspectives in the water work. The local knowledge about the special circumstances in an 
area is important in this work. 32 
 
The committee also suggests water conservation work at a “super-local” level under the 
catchment level, with the establishment of co-operative associations. This may involve 
measures and co-operation to protect or improve a specific watercourse. The task of the 
                                                           
26 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Report 5307, 2003 p 53, EC Water Framework Directive, 2000 
27 Jonsson, 2004, p 91 ff, in Lundqvist et al. 
28 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Report 5307, 2003 
29 Jonsson, 2004, p 111 ff, in Lundqvist et al. 
30 The Swedish word ”samverkansorgan” 
31 SOU 2002: 105, p 19 
32 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency , Report 5307, 2003, p 53 
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associations will be to implement measures at the super-local level. The associations will also 
let stakeholders in catchments meet agreements around measures or co-operate to protect or 
improve a watercourse.33 The committee does not specify the precise tasks for the co-
operative associations or even what stakeholders to be part of the associations. Also for this 
reason it is important to investigate possible forms of associations and potential partners in the 
associations. 

3 Theories Concerning Attitudes and Collaboration 
To be able to tell whether focus groups could be effective in the implementation of the EC 
WFD at the catchment level, it is necessary to study the aspects of collaboration, collaborative 
learning and attitudes. 

3.1 Attitudes  
Attitudes, what we think and feel about things are always created in a social context. Most of 
our attitudes are exposed to continuos change. In this study it is of interest to see if there is a 
change in the participants’ attitudes concerning problems with eutrophication and measures to 
prioritise, after discussing with each other.34  
 
Lindström (2003) describes an attitude as: 
 
• “a possibility or a tendency to react positively or negatively to an object, a person, an 

institution or an entity”  
• “a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some 

degree of favour or disfavour” 
• “an internal state that last for at least a short time”.35 
 
Attitudes and values that individuals have to things in life are according to Lindén (1994) 
built on three cognitive components. The components are knowledge, emotions and 
readiness to act. Knowledge varies with regard to the amount of knowledge, the degree of 
knowledge of importance in the relation to the attitude-object, the degree of value-neutrality36 
and the informant’s relation to the attitude-object.37  Since this study is focusing on a 
collaborative learning perspective, it makes the knowledge-component of greatest interest. 
 
Information, education and communication may facilitate the possibilities to overcome 
internal barriers and change attitudes, but the step to change behaviour may be long.38 
 
One of the fundamental components in attitudes is about the knowledge one has about an 
attitude-object. The attitude-objects nature and environment are complicated partly because 
they are in complex consistency and partly because they have different content depending on 
who is using them.39  In this study it is relatively well defined what environment is asked for, 
which is the Rönne å catchment. The problem is asked for is also relatively clear, which is the 
eutrophication. Nevertheless there are many aspects of Rönne å catchment and the problems 

                                                           
33 SOU 2002: 105, p 19 
34 Jeffmar, 1987, p 107 
35 Lindström, 2003, p 19 
36 If the knowledge is one-sided biased or comprehensive 
37 Lindén, 1994, p 30 
38 Lindström, 2003, p 18 
39 Lindén, 1994, p 38 
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of eutrophication in the area. Various stakeholders, as in the VASTRA study, have different 
experiences regarding the environment and the problems. 
 
In this study attitudes were measured through questions in questionnaires. See chapter 5.5.2 
how the questions and answer-alternatives were formulated. 

3.2 Collaboration and Collaborative Learning  

3.2.1 Collaboration  
Because water is a common property right, there are many stakeholders connected to the use 
of it. It is therefore important to involve all or as many stakeholders as possible in the process 
of solving water-related problems. Stakeholder collaboration is important in order to solve 
environmental problems such as for example the one concerning eutrophication. The EC 
WFD advocates public participation, collaboration and giving an active role to the local 
bodies for co-operation.40 But as mentioned in chapter 2.3.1, public participation can, as any 
method, be marred with shortcomings.  
 
Gray (1989) defines collaboration as: 
 
“a process through which parties who see different aspects of a problem can constructively 
explore their differences and search for solutions that go beyond their own limited vision of 
what is possible”.41 
 
Parties or stakeholders have their own understanding of the problem. Gray points out some 
characteristics of collaborating: 
 
• Stakeholders are interdependent 
• Solutions emerge by dealing constructively with differences 
• Joint ownership of decisions is involved 
• Stakeholders assume collective responsibility for the future direction of the situation 
• Collaboration is an emergent process42 
 
As an involvement strategy, collaboration differs from the traditional public participation 
model of open houses, public hearings and comment periods. Collaboration is more accepting 
of additional parties in the process because they are viewed more as potential contributors 
than as potential competitors. It allows underlying value differences to be explored and there 
is a potential for joint values to emerge. It allocates the responsibility for implementation 
across as many participants in the process as the situation warrants.43 Complications with 
collaboration as a public participation method are, except for what is mentioned in chapter 
2.3.1, that if consensus is not reached between the different participants, they leave in 
disagreement and the current topic is infected after that. The implementation process stops 
instead of advances. 
 
The objective of collaboration is to create a richer and more comprehensive understanding of 
the problem together than anyone could create alone. Situations that provide opportunities for 
                                                           
40 EC Water Framework Directive, 2000 
41 Gray, 1989, p 5 ff 
42 Ibid., p 226 
43 Daniels & Walker, 2001, p 63 
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collaborating are many but can be classified into two general categories: resolving conflicts 
and advancing shared visions.44  In this study and for future use of focus groups it is of great 
interest to see how and if the stakeholders discuss in collaborative manure to resolve possible 
conflicts and advance in the vision of decreasing the eutrophication in Rönne å catchment.  

3.2.2 Collaborative Learning 
In situations with collaboration, collaborative learning can be developed. According to 
Daniels and Walker (2001), collaborative learning is not considered a method or technique, 
but rather an orientation or style. It is a framework intended for multiparty decision situations. 
Collaborative learning can be developed when there are multiple stakeholders who are 
interdependent because they are all affected by the same situation. But they are also 
independent because they may have distinctly different views and values regarding the 
situation.45 
 
The quality of complex decisions, with ambiguous processes and uncertain outcomes, is 
according to Daniels and Walker linked to learning. Collaborative learning is designed to deal 
with complex decisions through activities that maximise the learning opportunities for the 
participants.46 
 
Collaborative learning has a different view of knowledge than the foundational understanding 
of knowledge. Instead of looking at knowledge as something that is transferred from one head 
to another, collaborative learning assumes that it is a consensus among the members of a 
community of knowledge peers. Collaborative learning provides a method for mutual learning 
about environmental conflicts and generating improvements in the management of those 
situations.47 Learning is in focus, in a collaborative process shared perspectives are 
developed.48  Through collaboration actors can communicate concerns, develop improvements 
for managing conflicts, and where possible, reach consensus on those improvements. 49 
Knowledge is something people construct by talking together and reaching agreement.50 
Participants often develop their conversational skills when collaborating.51 A potential 
problem is if some people dominate the discussions and the rest of the people do not get the 
chance to talk. Then the once who talk much are those that “construct the knowledge” and 
make the decisions. 
 
Stakeholder participation is essential for the collaborative learning.52 Participation is 
necessary for different reasons, among others by involving people in the research process; 
basic values of equity, emancipation and reform are expressed. A difficulty that comes with 
this kind of participation is to decide whom to involve in the process. Depending on how to 
regard the process, different stakeholders are considered concerned about the process and 
other stakeholders are not. 
 
 
                                                           
44 Gray, 1989, p 5 
45Daniels & Walker, 2001 
46 Ibid., p 77 
47 Ibid., p 25 
48 Ljung, 2001, p 174 
49 Daniels & Walker, 2001, p 75 
50 Bruffee, 1993, p 3 
51 Ljung, 2001, p 171 ff 
52 Daniels & Walker, 2001, p 21 
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Collaborative learning stresses improvement and progress rather than solutions. It focuses on 
concerns and interests rather than positions. It encourages systems thinking, like thinking in 
catchment-terms rather than existing authority boundaries.53 A systemic aspect of 
collaborative learning is the emerging consensus.54 Emerging consensus is a consensus 
growing out of a collaborative interaction, an agreement that is an emergent property of the 
unique group process. Collaborative learning recognises that considerable learning, about 
science, issues and value differences, will have to occur before improvements are possible. It 
also emphasises that learning and progress occur through communication and negotiation 
interaction.55 Learning processes are rather time-consuming for the participants and for the 
authority arranging the meetings. The processes take significant resources in account, which 
can be a problem for the implementation.   
 
Empowerment is an essential conception in collaborative learning. The empowerment comes 
from creating a constructive environment that allows the individual’s knowledge and values 
to be combined into a larger understanding of the situation.56 
 
Collaborative learning and decision making is an interactive process and a process where 
available knowledge is included regardless of whether it is local or scientific.57  Local 
knowledge is defined in the analytical framework as a synthesis of information received from 
a variety of sources and manifested in practices and attitudes. It is bound to the specific 
context it is taken from.58  The difference between scientists’ and local people’s learning 
process is according to Chambers (1997) that the learning of scientist tend to be stepwise, but 
the learning of local people incremental.59 Local people, in this study the farmers, local 
authorities, representatives for nature and recreation and representatives for large point 
sources, are continuously observing and experiencing. They have a dynamic knowledge-
system, where they constantly learn and unlearn. The knowledge of local people has a 
comparative strength with what is local and observable by eye and that changes over time and 
matters to people. It has often been undervalued and neglected. But recognising it and 
combining it with scientific knowledge gets a potential of changing things for the better.60  
 
Collaborative learning relies on the three foundations of conflict management, learning theory 
and systems thinking.61 Conflict management has not been discussed in this study since there 
has not been any real conflict situations within the focus groups. Given that the VASTRA 
focus group participants were recruited to have different interest backgrounds and were 
individuals living in different environments and areas, they had different opinions on topics 
discussed. Although no conflict situation, when there was no understanding or communication 
between different stakeholders, arose in spite of the varying standpoints. But when using 
focus groups or similar group methods in the actual implementation of the water framework 
directive, conflict situations are likely to occur and it is therefore relevant to mention. 
Learning theory relies on the best available thinking in experiential and adult learning 

                                                           
53 Daniels & Walker, 2001, p 23 ff 
54 Ljung, 2001, p 174 
55 Daniels & Walker, 2001, p 75 
56 Ibid., p 21 
57 Healey, 1997 in Ljung, 2001, p 170 
58 Bratt, 2003, p 27 
59 Chambers, 1997, p 173 
60 Ibid., p 205 
61 Daniels & Walker, 2001, p 18 ff 
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theory. Knowledge appears when people talk together and reach agreement on a topic. 
Systems thinking assume that situations are to be characterised by a complex set of 
relationships. Not thinking at a systems level can give an incomplete and limiting 
understanding of a situation. Solutions that emerge from an incomplete understanding are 
likely to either solve the wrong problem, solve a symptom rather than the cause, or create 
additional problems that were not foreseen.62 Systems thinking involve the thinking in 
catchment terms and taking a more coherent grip over the watercourses. It is also to involve 
many different stakeholders in the solving of the problems. 
 
Collaborative learning can be described as an application of action research. As for action 
research, collaborative learning has the double aim of both describing and understanding a 
particular context, while at the same time taking action in a way which enables a desirable 
change to take place.63  In future use of focus groups as a method for implementing the EC 
WFD, action science can get a desirable action at the catchment level. 

3.3 Action Research 

3.3.1 Research Strategy with Dual Purpose 
Focus groups can be seen as having a dual purpose when being both the target of research in 
one view and being a forum for possible future co-operation. VASTRA did not have this dual 
purpose of encouraging for future co-operation by the focus groups in the Rönne å catchment. 
But in a forthcoming use of focus groups as a method for engaging public participation in the 
implementation of the EC WFD, action research is highly relevant to discuss.  

3.3.2 Interactive Method 
Almost any kind of research methods can be interactive and there is always interaction in 
social science. Focus group method is a highly interactive method, but the level of interaction 
depends on the structure of the focus groups. The VASTRA focus groups had rather a strict 
structure than spontaneous. In questionnaires there is no interaction from the respondents. 
 
Action research takes its questions and problems from the perceptions of practitioners within 
particular, local practice contexts. It bounds episodes of research according to the boundaries 
of the local context itself, and tests them trough intervention experiments. These experiments 
bear the double burden of testing research questions and effecting some desirable change in 
the situation.64  
 
Ljung (2001) mean that systemic action research also can be about appreciating the existence 
of multiple and often conflicting worldviews. It is important to have a participatory approach 
both to make it like it is in real life and by involving people in the research process. Here, as 
well as in collaborative learning, learning is in focus. In a collaborative process shared 
perspectives are developed; how to communicate, what is decided as being the most important 
goals, measures, etceteras.65 
 
In participatory action research members of organisations or communities are not treated as 
passive subjects, as they are in conventional research models. Some of the members of the 
                                                           
62Daniels & Walker, 2001,  p 18 ff 
63 Ljung, 2001, p 174 
64 Argyris & Schön in Whyte ed., 1991, p 86 
65 Ljung, 2001, p 174 
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studied organisation or community are actively engaged in the quest for information and ideas 
to guide their future actions.66 In the VASTRA focus groups, a number of participants took 
notes during the discussions to remember important things and dates that they wanted to share 
with people outside the study.  
 
There are risks connected to research with dual purposes and experiments with double 
burdens. By having both the purpose of making research and, as in this case, creating a forum 
for possible future co-operation researchers take the risk to influence the participants or the 
results in a certain direction. It is of important to be aware of the risks to minimise the affect 
of the results. 

4 VASTRA and the Empirical Material 

4.1 VASTRA67 

4.1.1 The Focus Groups 
The focus group study is part of the VASTRA research programme. The study was carried out 
in early spring 2004. The focus group participants were recruited by VASTRA from Rönne å 
catchment. They were recruited to interest groups defined as representatives for nature- and 
recreation-interests, representatives for large point sources (such as industries and sewage 
treatment works), representatives for local supervisory authorities, farmers with mainly 
cultivation and farmers with mainly animals. The groups consisted of 6-8 persons.68 
 
A research team creates focus groups for a well-defined purpose.69 VASTRA’s aim with the 
focus groups was to investigate and analyse different interest group’s attitudes, arguments, 
preferences and views on the problems with eutrophication.  
 
There were two round of focus group discussion, with five full days of discussions each 
round. During the first round, the groups were homogenous considering their interest 
background. In the second, the groups were mixed with participants from different interest 
backgrounds.  
 
The discussions were taped and the material was transcripted by students from the 
Environmental science programme, Linköping University, Campus Norrköping. I choose to 
analyse the parts in the transcripted material dealing with how the participants experienced the 
focus group discussions and what they thought of focus groups as a method for co-operation 
between different stakeholders. These topics were raised as specific question in the end of the 
discussion-sessions. It was also raised as a question in a questionnaire. 

                                                           
66 Whyte, 1991, p 20 
67 VASTRA, Swedish Water Management Research Programme, is a multidisciplinary, solution-oriented 
research programme dealing with sustainable water management strategies. The aim of VASTRA is to provide 
instruments to formulate effective water management strategies in catchments. The specific aim with the 
research in Rönne å catchment is to investigate and analyse different interest group’s attitudes, thoughts, 
opinions, arguments, preferences and views on the problems with eutrophication. It is also to try to find possible 
solutions in the catchment of Rönne å. 
68 www.vastra.org last visited 2004-03-31 
69 Morgan, 1998, p 31 
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4.2 The Questionnaires 
The questionnaires used in this study are also part of the VASTRA research in Rönne å 
catchment. The questionnaires gave a total study of the participants in the focus groups. They 
were distributed to all of the focus group participants. A first questionnaire was sent three 
weeks before the first focus group discussion. A second questionnaire was distributed before 
the second focus group meeting and a third questionnaire after. Table 1 illustrates the time-
schedule for the focus groups and the questionnaires. 
 
 
Questionnaire 1 

Homogenous focus 
groups 

 
Questionnaire 2 

Heterogeneous focus 
groups 

 
Questionnaire 3 

Sent January 9th  January 26-30 Sent February 2nd February 23-27 Sent March 2nd 
 
Table 1. Time-schedule for the focus groups and the questionnaires, early spring 2004. 
 
I formed the questionnaires to suit both the VASTRA researchers’ aim and my aim for this 
study. In this thesis I focus on questions concerning knowledge about eutrophication, learning 
in focus groups, attitudes towards measures and estimated eutrophication in watercourses in 
Rönne å catchment. 

4.3 Observations from the Focus Groups 
To get a more comprehensive understanding for the focus groups, I attended five of ten 
discussions in Rönne å catchment. I functioned as an observer during two days with the 
homogeneous groups and during three days with the heterogeneous groups. This eased my 
analysis of the transcripted material and it gave me a better understanding of the participants’ 
view of the topics discussed.  
 
By meeting with the participants I got a connection to them which not only made me 
understand them and their discussions better, it also made them understand the importance of 
their participation in the questionnaire process. Attending the focus group discussions helped 
me to figure out what parts of the transcribed material I should search in to find things that 
would be interesting for my study. Meeting the participants also taught me the participants’ 
point of views and I could re-formulate some questions in the questionnaires to get the most 
out of them. 

4.4 Comparing Studies 
Studies similar with the VASTRA case study, carried out in different catchments, are referred 
to in the thesis. One study was carried out in Svartån, Motala Ström catchment, in 2002. The 
study aimed at testing models to investigate different scenarios to decrease the nutrient 
leakage from diffuse sources. The models were pedagogical tools to be used in a dialogue 
with local stakeholders, primarily farmers and local municipality authorities. A second study 
referred to is another VASTRA study carried out in the Genevadså catchment 1998-1999. 
The focus of the Genevadså study was on testing the applicability of a legislation based on 
environmental quality objectives, finding viable measures to decrease the charge of nitrogen, 
investigating the possibilities of co-operation in environmental questions, and testing the 
applicability of mathematical models in environmental work with nitrogen. The participants 
in the study were farmers, local authorities and researchers all interacting in an “actor-play”. 
 
These studies deepened the analysis of the results from the questionnaires and the transcripted 
focus group material. By this they made it possible to generalise more of the results in this 
thesis.  
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5 Methodological Reflections  

5.1 Research Policy 
In research it is important to consider not only how the research is done to get as high 
reliability and validity as possible, but also how it is done considering the research ethics. The 
Swedish Research Council70 has formulated and adopted research policy that I found relevant 
for the focus groups and the questionnaires. 
 
The Swedish Research Council has formulated requirements of information, approval and 
confidentiality. The information requirement means that the researcher shall inform the 
participants about the aim of the current research. The participant should know that their 
participation is voluntary and that they have a right to quit their participation any time they 
want. The approval requirement means that the participant has a right to decide over their 
participation. The collected data is to be handled with confidentiality and no one outside the 
study shall know who said or answered what.71 I have taken these principles into consideration 
in the questionnaire process and in the analysis of the materials.  
 
Two months before the first focus group discussion, each participant received a letter with 
information about the focus group process and information about eutrophication and the 
Rönne å catchment. In the same circular, an introducing letter about the questionnaire was 
included. The aim of the questionnaire was described and also that the participants’ answers 
were to be handled with confidentiality. The questionnaires were coded with a number 
connected to each person. This was partly to avoid having the names of the respondents on the 
questionnaires and to avoid connecting the answers to a name but to an interest group instead. 
In the beginning of the focus group discussions, the participants were told that nothing they 
said was to be connected to them as persons, but only to them as representatives for an 
interest group or a geographical area.  
 
The aspect of confidentiality was also relevant during the focus group discussions. The 
discussions were recorded on tape, which the participants were told when they were recruited. 
It was explained to the participants in the introduction of the discussion sessions how the 
taped material was to be coded and de-personified.  

5.2 Case Study 
Case study is not a method, but a strategy in which different methods can be used. I chose to 
use a quantitative method with the questionnaires and to refer to a qualitative method with 
focus group discussions in my case study. 72   
 
Case studies show what can be done in similar situations, it can give light to a general 
problem and it can also point out a complexity.  
 
VASTRA started out with some research questions around different interest group’s attitudes, 
thoughts, opinions, arguments, preferences and views on the problems with eutrophication. To 
be able to answer these questions and the aim for their study, VASTRA looked for a suitable 

                                                           
70 Vetenskapsrådet 
71 http://www.vr.se/, last visited 2003-12-08 
72 Merriam, 1994 
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area in Sweden. Rönne å catchment complied with the criterions VASTRA had for their case 
study. The catchment had the following criterions:   
 
• problems with eutrophication  
• farmlands and population centres nearby  
• different users of the water resources   
• an area big enough to be able to carry out tests of the models and to get contact with the 

stakeholders73   
• the will to co-operate and contribute with resources74   
 
I started with some research questions around the EC Water Framework Directive and how to 
engage the public in the beginning of the implementation process. Since I was involved with 
VASTRA making the questionnaires for their researchers, I found it ideal to use VASTRA’s 
pilot area in my study and enclose my research questions in the same questionnaires. 

5.3 Qualitative and Quantitative Methods 
Both qualitative and quantitative methods are used or referred to to collect and analyse data in 
this case study. The questionnaires can be considered as an expression of quantitative 
methods, and the focus group discussion as an expression of qualitative methods.  
 
Quantitative methods are relatively formalised and structured, compared to qualitative 
methods. Qualitative methods have a more understanding approach. The main object is not to 
test if the information has a general validity, but if the information can give a deeper 
understanding of the problem or situation studied. Also if it can describe the entirety of the 
concept it is in. Quantitative methods define relations and connections of special interest 
considering the questions in focus. The method also settles possible answers. Statistical 
measuring-methods usually have a central part in the analysis of quantitative information.75  

5.4 Validity and Reliability 
The connection between the theoretical and the empirical level is known to be difficult. But 
without this connection, known as validity, all research is meaningless. It is that what is 
intended to be measured is really measured.76 Validity is about how researchers answer the 
questions at use; if there is enough indicators to cover a question, if the right instruments for 
measuring are used at the right time, etceteras.77 During the questionnaire process and the 
analysis of the focus group discussions I reflected over if I used the proper tools to answer my 
research questions. Before sending out the questionnaires I tested them on people both within 
the VASTRA research programme and on people with no connection to the study. This was to 
see if the respondents correctly understood my questions. I also reflected over how the 
selection VASTRA had done when recruiting the participants effected the results, how my 
questions influenced the respondents’ answers, et ceteras. Since there is no such thing as 
objective research or objective results I see my results in the light of the method used, by the 
specific participants, the time the study was done and other aspects. But by comparing the 

                                                           
73 Individuals, groups, or organisations with an interest in the specific problem, which in this study are farmers, 
local authorities, representatives for large point sources and representatives for nature and recreation interests 
74 http://www.vastra.org  last visited 2004-03-10 
75 Svenning, 1997, Holme & Solvang, 1997, Kvale, 1989 
76 Svenning, 1997, Holme & Solvang, 1997, Kvale, 1989 
77 Svenning, 1997, p 63 
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results from similar studies and by using relevant theories, I can still draw some general 
conclusions from this study. 
 
Validity also concerns the entire project’s support in a wider sense and the theoretical ground 
the research rests on. The possibility to generalise results from a specific study to a theory is 
also a question about validity in the study.  
 
Another difficulty in research is to attain a reliability as high as possible. Reliability in this 
sense is that the results should be trustworthy. There are many things that can have an affect 
on the results and conclusions of the research.78 The questionnaire, for example, could be 
marred with shortcomings, the moderator or the environment where the focus group 
discussions took place could have an impact on the reliability. Using a standardised method to 
for example write fieldnotes or interpret transcripts can increase the reliability of a study.79 
This is of special importance for the analysis of the focus group discussions. Reliability can 
also be improved by comparing the analyses of the same data by several researchers, which is 
referred to as triangulation.80 I used my tutor, who is also a VASTRA researcher, to confirm 
the results in this thesis. 
 
Having clear definitions of the concepts used in the questionnaires also increase the reliability 
of the study. The participants should not have to make up their own definitions of concepts 
used.81  

5.5 Questionnaire  
Using questionnaires makes it possible to reach out to many people at a relatively low cost. I 
wanted to reach all of the participants in the VASTRA study, and therefore choose primarily 
the questionnaire method. 

5.5.1 The Aim of the Questionnaires 
The questionnaires in the study were used to examine if there was a change in the 
participants’ attitudes towards prioritised measures during the focus group discussion process. 
It was also to study if collaboration and collaborative learning emerge in focus group 
discussions. Since the questionnaires were sent to the participants, they had time to think 
about their answers in private and did not have to answer in front of the other participants. By 
answering the questionnaires at home or at work also gave them time to reflect over the focus 
group discussions they had attended. 
 
To get as high validity as possible, it is important to consider how the questions are asked, in 
what order they come, what answering alternatives are pre-decided, etceteras. Even the 
quality of the paper used is important to get a serious impression of the study. 82  

5.5.2 Questionnaire Design 
When asking about attitudes in a questionnaire, it is recommended to use attitude-scaling 
methods.83 I chose to have closed answer-alternatives84 in the questionnaire to get a material 
                                                           
78 Svenning, 1997, Silverman, 1993 
79 Silverman, 1993, p 165 
80 Merriam, 1994, p 179 
81 Svenning, 1997, p 65 
82 Dahmström, 1996, Holme & Solvang, 1997, Oppenheim, 1972, Svenning, 1997, Trost, 2001 
83 Oppenheim, 1972, p120 ff and Jeffmar, 1987, p 109 ff 
84 Predetermined alternatives the respondents choose between  
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that was easier to analyse and compare than if I had about 40 different answers that could not 
be compared or deployed. Questions dealing with attitudes had the closed answer-alternatives 
so that the respondents could mark in what extent they agreed with a statement. This kind of 
scaling is common when measuring attitudes in questionnaires.85 
 
When formulating questions it is of importance to ask about one thing at a time in each 
question. If not, the respondent would be unsure what to answer to and the material coming 
out of the questionnaire is impossible to analyse. Again for the validity in the study it is of 
great significance to measure what is really supposed to measure.86 
 
Before the questionnaires were sent out they were tested on and discussed with different 
persons, both within the research programme and persons with no connection to the study. 
The test gave a hint if the respondents would understand what was asked for in the questions. 
This increased the reliability of the questionnaire.87 

5.5.3 Questionnaires to Gather Research Data 
Questionnaire methods have well-defined sampling procedures. They use a fixed set of 
questions, and every respondent is asked exactly the same questions, with the same set of 
predetermined response options. In the analysis, questionnaires lead to numerical summaries 
that reduce the data to tables and figures.88 Questionnaires and focus groups use different 
approaches in meeting the goal of gathering information. 

5.6 Focus Groups 
I studied the VASTRA focus groups as an object for a process to start the implementation of 
the EC WFD and not as a research method. But since VASTRA: s aim with the focus groups 
was to use them a research method, I discuss focus groups both as a research method and as a 
process. 

5.6.1 Focus Groups as Group Interviews 
Focus groups are described as group interviews. A moderator guide the interview while a 
small group discusses predetermined topics. The moderator can either be recruited for the 
discussions or it can be an internal moderator.89 In this focus group study, VASTRA choose 
an external moderator. Choosing an external moderator has the benefits of avoiding that the 
internal researcher unintentionally favours his or her own research questions during the 
discussions. The external moderator can spread focus over all the research questions that are 
to be discussed in a more objective way than an internal moderator might do.90 

5.6.2 Focus Groups to Gather Research Data 
The discussions, or the data, are often recorded on tape or film. In this study tape-recorders 
were used to collect the data. The taped material was transcripted and I used some parts of the 
transcripted material to answer my questions at use.  
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Focus groups can yield data on the meanings that lie behind group assessments. They can 
yield data on the uncertainties, ambiguities and group processes that lead to group 
assessments. Focus groups can also throw light on the normative understandings that groups 
draw upon to reach their collective judgements.91 The focus group may give the researcher 
access to in-group conversations, which contain indigenous terms and categories in the 
situations of their use.92  
 
Morgan (1998) describes the difference between focus group methods and questionnaire 
methods as instructive. Questionnaires use a fixed set of questions while focus groups allow 
considerable flexibility in how questions are asked and the nature of the responses is 
inherently up to the participants. The analysis of focus groups involves a process of making 
sense of what was said in the groups while questionnaires employ numerical summaries.93 

5.6.3 Problems with focus groups as a method for public participation 
When using focus groups as a method for public participation it is relevant to consider the 
limitations or problems that the method has. If the focus groups have a strict structure, where 
the researchers or the moderator controls the discussions very much, the participants can feel 
that they have to discuss irrelevant things. If the focus groups are very unstructured, the 
participants can have discussions where they talk about, for the researchers, irrelevant things 
or where some participants talk much while others do not say anything. See chapter 3.3.2 
about the structure in the VASTRA focus groups. Other problems with focus groups are the 
difficulties with recruitment of participants94 and the costs. It can be difficult to recruit large 
unorganised groups such as consumers or as in this case representatives for rural households. 
See the reflection about the VASTRA focus group participants in chapter 7.1. Organising 
focus groups can be costly both in money and in hours for the arrangement. Alternatives to 
focus groups as a method for public participation are for example e-democracy, seminaries, 
citizen juries, exhibitions and events on town. Method chosen depends on things such as 
purpose, desired degree of participation and the authorities’ distribution of resources.95 

5.7 Decline in the Study 
The questionnaires were sent out to all focus group participants. The first questionnaire was 
sent out to 37 persons and the last questionnaire was to 28 persons. Table 2 shows the 
declining number of participants in the study. 
 

 Representatives for 
farmers 

Representatives for 
large point-sources 

Representatives for 
nature and recreation 

Representatives for 
local authorities 

Questionnaire 1 15 7 6 7
Questionnaire 2 13 7 4 8
Questionnaire 3 9 6 3 8

 
Table 2.  Declining number of participants in the study. 
 
The decreasing number of participants during the process has different explanations. The 
greatest loss of participants was in the group with farmers and representatives for nature and 
recreation interests. Some farmers found it difficult to leave their farm and therefore they 
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could not come to the focus group discussions. The decline in the group with representatives 
for nature and recreation interests most likely was because they were not able to attend the 
discussions during working hours, but had to take the day off to be able participate. This was 
not the case with the representatives for large point sources. They seemed to be able to attend 
the focus group discussions during work hours and the same with representatives for local 
authorities. The decline in those stakeholder groups was therefore of no significance. Decline 
in the questionnaires was the same as the decline in the focus groups. The problem with 
decreasing number of participants is that the selection is smaller. The participants that are left 
might not be representative for the stakeholder group. This is a common problem in methods 
for public participation96.  

5.8 The Analysis of the Data 
To create a deeper understanding of the results from the questionnaires and the focus groups, I 
analyse them through theories about collaboration, collaborative learning and action research. 
I refer to other studies and reports with similar aims and results to be able to generalise the 
results. Handbooks and other information about the EC Water Framework Directive are also 
referred to.  

6 Focus Groups, a Method to Increase Collaboration 
The study aimed at investigating the method of focus groups in the aspect of being a useful 
tool for implementing the new work-procedures the EC Water Framework Directive involves 
at the local level. Through the study I focused on answering the following questions: 
 
• Did the participants get increased knowledge about eutrophication during the focus groups 

discussions?  
• Was there a change in the participants’ attitudes towards suggested measures during the 

focus group process? 
• Were there constructive discussions in the focus groups?  
• Did the participants appreciate the involvement of various stakeholders for collaboration 

in settings similar with focus groups? 
• Did the participants feel as being part of the future implementation process? 
• Could the use of focus groups lead to increased collaboration in water management? 
 
The results in the study are expressions of the degree of collaboration and collaborative 
learning emerged in the focus group process. 
 
Case studies can be very specific and the results can be hard to generalise. But by having 
research questions that not only lift up the case specific circumstances, it is possible to draw 
some more general conclusions. Referring to similar studies and to relevant theories also 
makes it possible to generalise the results from a case study. 

6.1 Knowledge and Learning in Focus Groups 

6.1.1 Increased Knowledge in Eutrophication 
Before the first focus group discussion, about 70% (25/34) of the participants estimated their 
own knowledge about eutrophication to be good or very good. All participants thought their 
own interest group had in general good or very good knowledge in the topic. After the two 
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focus group discussion rounds, more than half of the participants thought their knowledge 
about eutrophication had increased, while the rest thought their knowledge was the same as 
before.  
 
This might depend on that the participants at first estimated their knowledge in terms of 
(visible) local knowledge about the eutrophication in their closest surroundings. When they 
met with the scientific knowledge from the VASTRA researcher, they learned more about 
what caused the eutrophication in the Rönne å catchment. Since it is not possible to see with 
the naked eye where the eutrophicating substances come from, it is easy to overlook that part 
of the problem. It was news for most of the participants that a rather significant part of the 
eutrophicating substances came from rural households with individual water and sewage97. 
What they focused on at first was the substances from industries, sewage treatment works and 
agriculture, sources that is easier to locate and focus on. 
 
Almost half of the participants expected to learn more about eutrophication in the first focus 
group discussion. They also expected to learn more about the other participants’ perspective 
of the problems with eutrophication. After the first meeting, their expectations on the second 
focus group were slightly different from the first. 10% (3/31) expected to learn more about 
eutrophication in the second focus group discussion and almost 82% (25/31) expected to learn 
more about the other participants’ view of the problems with eutrophication. See table 3. 
 

  
Expect to learn more about 
eutrophication 

Expect to learn more about 
the other participants’ view of 
eutrophication 

 
 
Other expectations 

Before the first focus 
group 

44% 36% 20%

Before the second focus 
group 

10% 82% 8%

 
Table 3. The participants’ expectations for learning during the focus group discussions. Total number 
responding on this question was 31. 
 
This change in expectations can have two explanations. The first is that the participants did 
not learn much about eutrophication during the first focus group discussion and therefore did 
not expect to learn more the second time either. This is not a probable explanation since 50% 
of the participants felt they had learned more about eutrophication during the first focus group 
discussion. A more likely explanation is that the setting in the second focus group was with 
mixed interest background and therefore the participants thought they would learn more about 
the other participants than about eutrophication.  

6.1.2 (Collaborative) Learning in Focus Groups 
According to Knowles’ theory about adult learning, adults are more motivated to learn by 
internal than external factors.98 The participants expected to learn more about eutrophication 
and about the other participants and they also did. After the first focus group discussion, more 
than 60% (19/31) of the participants felt they had learned more about the other participants’ 
perspective of the problems with eutrophication. All but two answered in the third 
questionnaire that they had learned more about the other participants’ view after the second 
discussion. Also in the summary of the focus group discussions, the participants expressed 

                                                           
97 The Swedish words for ”enskilt avlopp” 
98 Knowles et al, 1984, p 12, in Daniels & Walker, 2001, p 79 
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that they had learned a lot of new things and that they had got increased knowledge in topics 
discussed. 
 
Knowledge is, in collaborative learning theories, something people construct by talking 
together and reaching agreement.99 In the focus groups, the various stakeholders develop 
collaborative learning through their discussions. There can be no collaborative learning 
without communication100. Constructive communication is important throughout the 
collaborative learning process.101 
 
Collaborative learning values emergent consensus. Through collaborative learning parties can 
share concerns, develop improvements for managing the environmental conflict and even 
reach consensus on the improvements.102 The discussions in the focus groups all, with a few 
exceptions, ended up in consensus and the participants were understanding to the other 
stakeholders’ perspective of a topic. Daniels and Walker (2001) mean that consensus 
agreements between stakeholders that are reached through collaboration are more genuine and 
enduring than by some authority dictated consensus, because the parties generate agreements 
on their own.103 
 
For an effective implementation of the EC WFD it is necessary to form local bodies for co-
operation where different stakeholders can communicate their knowledge and understandings 
about for example eutrophication. The VASTRA study carried in the Genevadsån catchment 
draws the conclusion that the establishment of processes for generating knowledge and 
exchange of opinions are indispensable in the work with catchment based administration of 
the water resources.104   

6.2 Change in Attitudes  

6.2.1 Changes in Estimated Eutrophication 
To measure if the participants changed their attitudes about estimated eutrophication after 
discussing in the groups they were asked, in all of the questionnaires, to estimate the degree of 
eutrophication in three watercourses in Rönne å catchment. The watercourses are of different 
size or scales. It is the Rönne å on the small scale, Rönne å lakes and watercourses on a larger 
scale and the outlet by Skälderviken on the large scale. Before meeting with the other 
participants and with the VASTRA researcher, the majority of the participants thought 
eutrophication was a rather large problem in all three watercourses. One third estimated 
Rönne å lakes and watercourses to have a rather small problem with eutrophication. One third 
estimated the outlet by Skälderviken to have very large problems with eutrophication. The 
results from the first questionnaire are shown in table 4. 

                                                           
99 Bruffee, 1993, p 3 
100 Daniels & Walker, 2001, p 130 
101 Ibid., p 131 
102 Ibid., p 75 
103 Ibid., p 75 
104 Wittgren, 2000, p 125 
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 Very large problem Rather large problem Rather small problem  No problem

Rönne å 9% 67% 24% 0%
Rönne å lakes and 

watercourses 
12% 58% 30% 0%

Outlet by 
Skälderviken 

29% 65% 6% 0%

 
Table 4. Estimated eutrophication in different watercourses, from questionnaire 1. Total number 
responding on this question was 34. 
 
The estimated degree of eutrophication in the watercourses changed during the focus group 
process. As illustrated in table 5 below, more participants estimated the problem with 
eutrophication in the watercourses to be larger after the two focus group discussions. 
 

 Very large problem Rather large problem Rather small problem  No problem
Rönne å 21% 63% 16% 0%

Rönne å lakes and 
watercourses 

21% 67% 12% 0%

Outlet by 
Skälderviken 

42% 54% 4% 0%

 
Table 5. Estimated eutrophication in different watercourses, from questionnaire 3. Total number 
responding on this question was 24. 
 
Participants from various stakeholder groups expressed that they did not know the state of the 
watercourses was as bad as made known during the discussions. This explains the increased 
concern for eutrophicated watercourses in the Rönne å catchment. The changes in estimated 
degree of eutrophication depend on the participants getting more knowledge about 
eutrophication and therefore think it is worse than they first estimated.  

6.2.2 Changes in Preferences  
Changes in attitudes happen, according to Lindström (2003), for reasons such as increased 
information, education and through communication, which is also stated in chapter 3.1. As 
seen in chapter 6.1, the participants expressed that they had learned about eutrophication 
during the discussions in the focus group. To study if there is a change in the participants’ 
attitudes for suggested measures during the focus group process and by that if they learned 
anything about the topic, following question was sited in all three questionnaires: 
 
“What group of suggested measures do you think work best to decrease the eutrophication in 
watercourses, lakes and coastal-ocean?” 
 
The measures were concluded as groups of measures in agriculture, measures for rural 
households, measures for sewage treatment works, measures for fish-cultivation and measures 
in industries.  
 
Results from the first questionnaire showed that the participants prioritised measures taken in 
agriculture, sewage treatment works and industries before measures in rural households and 
measures in fish-cultivation. Table 6 shows the highest prioritised measures from 
questionnaire 1. 
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Table 6. The highest prioritised measures by the participants, from questionnaire 1.  
 
After the two rounds with focus group discussions the participants had changed their attitudes 
to prioritised measures. They found it much more relevant to focus the measures on rural 
households than before. Measures in sewage treatment works and measures in industries were 
not as highly prioritised. Measures in agriculture were still highest prioritised. Table 7 
illustrates what measures the participants highest prioritised after the two focus group rounds. 
 
  

Results from questionnaire 3 

 
 
Table 7. The highest prioritised measures by the participants, from questionnaire 3. 
 
As concluded in chapter 6.1, the participants learned about the problem with eutrophication 
through the discussions in the focus groups. They also learned about how rural households 
effect the watercourses in terms of eutrophication. Table 8 shows the phosphorous discharge 
distribution to Ringsjön.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 8. The phosphorous discharge distribution to Ringsjön. 
 

Results from questionnaire 1

Measures in agriculture

Measures in sewage 
treatment works

Measures in industries

Measures in 
agriculture

Mesasures in rural
households

Measures in sewage
 treatment works

Measures in fish-cultivation 

Phosporous sources

Agriculture

Rural households

Sewage treatment
 works

Other
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One of the representatives for nature and recreation interests said in the end of a focus group 
discussion: 
 
“I did not think the rural households was as big villain on the phosphorous aspect.” 

6.3 Focus Groups to Increase Collaboration 

6.3.1 Positive with Various Stakeholders 
The EC WFD stresses the importance with participants from various backgrounds. After the 
first homogenous focus group discussion the VASTRA participants were eager to meet the 
other stakeholder groups. After the second focus group round with heterogeneous groups 
they thought that they had had constructive discussions and that they agreed in opinions more 
than they expected to do. Overall the participants were very positive to the heterogeneous 
groups and thought similar settings to be useful in future co-operation at the catchment level. 
Although some felt a lack of representatives for stakeholder groups, such as representatives 
for the transport sector and politicians. 
 
The study in the Genevadså catchment shows the same results as the Rönne å study, 
considering various stakeholders. Participation for all polluters, local politicians, and 
strategic working persons would give a more realistic view of the problems and alternatives 
for measures in a catchment than with only a few participants. Participation at the local level 
is more complicated than what is revealed in a study105, and more stakeholders are considered 
concerned of the topics than thought of in the beginning.106 In an article by Chess and Purcell, 
representation based on the participation of many interest groups was positively rated.107 
 
A representative for local authorities expressed the impression that all stakeholders are aware 
that they can’t blame someone else for the problems but they all have to take their 
responsibility to decrease eutrophication. The focus group participants see co-operation and 
collaboration as necessary. A farmer expressed it like this: 
 
“If everyone sat down in each corner in this Rönne å catchment and said that ”we are doing 
good”, then nothing will ever be done.” 

6.3.2 Collaboration and Co-operation in Focus Groups 
The VASTRA focus groups illustrate examples of where collaboration take place. The 
participants are interdependent, because they are effected by the same problem, which is the 
problem with eutrophication. They are also independent because they come from different 
backgrounds and represent different interests regarding the situation with eutrophication in the 
Rönne å catchment. Since the planning process within the river basins will be permeated by 
principles of creating collaboration, participation and engagement, the focus group method is 
highly relevant in the implementation process. All concerned stakeholders, especially at the 
local level, are encouraged to participate in the forming of programmes of measures for the 
river basins. 
 
In the last questionnaire the participants were asked if they thought that focus group 
discussions was a good method for increasing co-operation between stakeholders in 
                                                           
105 In the Genevadsån done as a play, in the Rönne å done with focus groups. 
106 Wittgren, 2000 
107 Chess & Purcell, 1999 
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catchments. The answering-alternatives had a five-graded ranking scale from “very good 
method” to “bad method”. All but two participants thought focus groups was a “very good” or 
“good method”. Even though the participants found focus groups a good method for 
increasing co-operation in catchments, they had an interesting view of how much the Swedish 
government should carry out to decrease eutrophication in Rönne å catchment. 90% (21/23) 
of the participants thought the government should take a considerably larger responsibility to 
get control over the problems with eutrophication in Rönne å catchment. More than 80% 
(19/23) thought the government ought to control the co-operation process to achieve water-
improving measures in Rönne å catchment. Less than 20% (4/23) thought that stakeholders 
themselves would solve the problems with eutrophication in Rönne å catchment by time.  
 
The VASTRA study carried out in the Genevadså catchment show that local co-operation in 
the environmental area does not come spontaneously.108 This can explain why the results from 
the Rönne å study point at more governmental control and still brings out focus groups as a 
good method for increasing co-operation between stakeholders at catchment level.  
 
The participants in the Genevadså study positively accepted the actor-game that was carried 
out there.109 Similarly, the participants in Rönne å positively accepted the focus groups. This 
can be described by that participants in a research study are positive to the method presently 
used. 

6.3.3 Focus Groups and Public Participation 
As stated in chapter 2.3.1, methods for increasing public participation require consideration, 
knowledge and resources.110 They demand the public’s interest in participation. The European 
Commission stresses the importance of collaboration in water related issues between local 
stakeholders from different sectors. Public participation is the key to success when it comes to 
achieving the desired water quality. Also of importance is co-ordination in the beginning of 
the planning process. This provides people the chance of giving their opinions and 
suggestions of measures before a decision is made.111 The focus group participants thought it 
was important to let the public participate in the entire implementation process. The 
participants in the focus groups, especially the farmers, were eager to participate in the 
beginning of the implementation process. They explained that it was to avoid being late with 
taking measures and also to be able to have an impact on the decision process. 
 
All of the participants seemed to have found the focus group discussions very interesting, 
which many of them also said in the summary of the discussions. The participants felt as they 
had an impact on the future process of implementation by discussing the matters in the 
VASTRA focus groups. The participants found it very positive to think about that their 
opinions and thoughts on the topics discussed had an impact on the VASTRA research results 
that also could make a difference in the implementation process of the EC WFD in Sweden. 
Another participant said: 
 
“ I think it has been interesting, and fun since nobody knows what will happen or how it is 
going to be done (with the EC WFD on the catchment level, author’s note).” 
 

                                                           
108 Wittgren, 2000, p 77 ff 
109 Wittgren, 2000, p 77 ff 
110 Jonsson, 2004, p 91 ff, in Lundqvist et al.   
111 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Report 5307, 2003, p 53, EC Water Framework Directive, 2000 
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Another effect of participation that the European Commission states is that those effected by 
the future measures feel a greater commitment and responsibility for the programme of 
measure if they were involved before the establishment of the programme of measures.112 
 
The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) indicates that a process to increase 
public participation in the implementation of the EC WFD will create possibilities for 
learning between stakeholders. The process will try to encourage an active dialogue between 
the stakeholders. They mean that it might be enough to bring stakeholders together a first time 
to create new insights about each other. This can develop to regular meetings between 
stakeholders to establish collaboration. The Swedish EPA wants a dialogue to develop an 
understanding that can ease the learning between stakeholders and encourage them to respect 
each other’s views.113 

6.3.4 Systems Thinking 
Some focus group participants found themselves thinking in a way they were not used to and 
reflect over things they usually did not. The systemic way of thinking in catchments instead 
of only focusing on one watercourse at a time was positive. It gave a more comprehensive 
picture of water-related problems, according to the participants.  
 
“It has been very interesting to see how they (the EC, author’s note) look at Rönne å, the 
entire catchment, and Ringsjön and Bäljane å.” 
  
The participants were also positive to an increased overall view of the water-care. 
Collaboration between stakeholders and co-operation within watercourses was seen as a 
natural part of the solving of eutrophication related problems at the catchment level. The 
study carried out in Svartån, Motala Ström catchment, shows that the participants there 
wanted better co-operation in catchments. Water is a common-pool recourse and does not 
stand still, some commented. All stakeholders and municipalities in the catchment have to be 
part of taking measures to stop discharges. To reach the goals in the EC WFD, the Svartå 
study concludes that work has to be done on many different levels with various stakeholders. 
The assortment with different stakeholders in the Svartå study gave a broad perspective of the 
problem with nutrient leaking, where many thoughts and a deeper understanding was given.114 

7 Final Remarks 

7.1 Representative Participants? 
As stated in chapter 2.3.1, methods for public participation takes the publics’ interest in 
participating to be carried out. The VASTRA focus group participants were asked how great 
interest they thought different stakeholders had to participate in taking measures to decrease 
the eutrophication. All participants thought their own stakeholder group had a great or rather 
great interest in taking measures to decrease eutrophication. The positive statistic of interest in 
taking measures may have been different if the same question was asked to people not being 
part of the VASTRA pilot study. The participants in the study might not be representative for 
the population in Rönne å catchment regarding the interest in involvement in water-related 
issues. Some of the participants were already involved in water related co-operations and 
others thought they would be involved in a future co-operation. Those who accepted to be in 
                                                           
112 Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, Report 5307, 2003, p 53, EC Water Framework Directive, 2000 
113 www.naturvardsverket.se Last visited 2004-05-14 
114 Andersson et al., 2002 
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the VASTRA study are from the beginning interested in the subject and therefore the results 
from the study can be more positive than would be if “ordinary” people had been in it. Also 
this setting with the focus groups was a research-situation, not a reality-situation and the 
results in a real situation could be different. 
 
Methods for public participation have problems recruiting and keeping representative 
participants, as mentioned in chapter 5.6.3 and 5.7. Focus groups are not an exception. By 
being aware of these problems the recruitment, the research and the results can benefit.  
 
Another part of the explanation to the positive results from the focus group discussions and 
the non-existing conflicts in the groups is the moderator. She got a lot of positive critique 
from the participants for leading the discussions. The moderator did not entice conflicts or 
disputes between the stakeholders in order to find differences in opinions, but rather had a 
tendency to search for consensus. Also the VASTRA researchers being present during the 
focus group discussions could have an impact on the positive attitudes and the non-existing 
conflicts.  

7.2 Conclusions 
This study focused on focus groups in the aspect of being a useful tool to start the 
implementation of the EC Water Framework Directive at a catchment level. The overall 
conclusion is that for an effective implementation of the EC WFD at the catchment level, 
focus groups discussions is a useful method. 
 
The various stakeholders in the VASTRA focus groups developed constructive discussions. 
During the focus group discussions, collaboration and collaborative learning emerged. 
Through the discussions different stakeholders learned about eutrophication, the EC WFD and 
about the other stakeholders’ perspective of water related problems. The VASTRA focus 
group participants felt they had an impact on the implementation process of the EC WFD 
through the discussions. 
 
Group settings with heterogeneous stakeholders are considered positive both by the EC WFD 
and by stakeholders participating in studies with such arrangements. The participants in the 
VASTRA focus groups were positive to an increased overall view of watercourses and the 
new thinking in catchment terms.  
 
For an effective implementation of the EC WFD it is necessary to form local bodies for co-
operation where different stakeholders can communicate their knowledge and share 
understandings about eutrophication and other water related issues. Through in-group learning 
and discussions the participants change their attitudes towards things they get more 
knowledge about. 

7.3 Future Research  
After this study with theories about the most effective way of implementing the EC WFD at a 
catchment level, it would be interesting to make a follow-up this study in a few years. Then 
the directive is fully implemented and the new routines are settled. The study could deal with 
if the attitudes towards what measures to take lead to watercourses of “good quality”. Also 
how well accepted the new routines and the local bodies for co-operation are among 
stakeholders. Most of all it would be interesting to see if the focus group method is used to 
start up an effective collaboration at the local level.  
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