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Abstract: Water resources are under increased pressure in almost all parts of the world. In such circumstances, it is also 
common to have conflicts between different water sectors (for instance, tourism vs environmental use; municipal and 
industrial supply vs agricultural water use, etc.), and interest groups. In most cases, related problems could be 
efficiently solved through the public participation and involvement of stakeholders. Traditional public participation in 
water management is mostly focused on the problem solving, rather than on other important contexts such as: 
stakeholders’ understanding of the problem; motivation (willingness) to participate; preferences; understanding the 
solving methodology; and expectations that participatory process will lead to desired solution(s). Approach that has 
been proven to successfully take into account most of these concerns in managing water related participatory 
problems is known as Grounded Theory Methodology (GTM). In this paper authors use GTM to analyse data 
collected within the previous study of stakeholders’ selection and prioritization in managing water resources of the 
Krivaja River basin in Serbia. Extensive data sets include detail information about stakeholders, description of the 
catchment characteristics, and perception of public participation provided by questionnaires distributed and collected 
within six months period. Results obtained by GTM are compared with similar case studies from developing as well 
developed countries.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Public participation (PP) as concept was introduced in 1992, when 178 Governments adopted the 
Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (UN, 1992) where it is stated that 
“Environmental issues are best handled with participation of all concerned citizens, at the relevant 
level”. In 1993 public participation was identified as one of seven key elements for the long-term 
environmental programme for Europe (UNECE, 1993). Since then PP approach became 
requirement in decisions related to environmental management; one of best known examples of that 
requirement related to water management is EU Water Framework Directive (EC, 2000).  

Although there are many examples of successful application of PP in water management, recent 
studies show that there are still some unresolved issues that cause unwanted results such are lack of 
official guidance documentation (Ijjas and Botond, 2004; Challies et al., 2016), lack of coordination 
between different frameworks that can result in unrelated participatory procedures (Albreht, 2016), 
lack of communication between different sectors working on water management (UNECE, 2013), 
highly variable participation in the planning process (Benson et al., 2014), or rather poor 
performance of PP and lacking in continuity (Slavikova and Jilkova, 2011).   

The reason of unwanted results of PP in water management can be found in traditional public 
participation approach which is mostly focused on the problem solving, rather than on other 
important contexts such as: meaning of PP to stakeholders; stakeholders‘ interpretation of PP; 
stakeholders‘ understanding of the problem; motivation (willingness) to participate; preferences; 
understanding the solving methodology; and expectations that participatory process will lead to 
desired solution(s). Approach that has been proven to successfully take into account most of these 
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concerns in managing water related participatory problems is known as Grounded Theory 
Methodology (GTM). It is defined as ‘an inductive, theory discovery methodology that allows the 
researcher to develop a theoretical account of the general features of a topic while simultaneously 
grounding the account in empirical observations or data’ (Martin & Turner, 1986). GTM method 
was successfully used in many cases related to PP in environmental management (i.e. Reed, 2008; 
Rault and Jeffrey, 2008; Wesselink et al., 2011; Aggestam, 2014; Waylen et al., 2015; Vente et al., 
2016).  

Here we used GTM to better and deeper understand attitudes, views and preferences of 
stakeholders participating in the management of water resources of the Krivaja River basin in 
Serbia. Obtained results are compared with similar case studies from developing as well developed 
countries. 

2. BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE GROUNDED THEORY METHODOLOGY 

The Grounded Theory Methodology is qualitative research methodology defined by Glaser and 
Strauss (1967), whose aim was to develop theories grounded in data systematically gathered, 
compared and analysed; thus, GTM should ‘explain as well as describe’ (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). 
Although data for grounded theory can come from various sources (interviews, government 
documents, observations, books), their collection and analysis must be done according to specific 
canons and procedures given and described in detail in (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). In other words, 
as Knigge and Cope (2006) state, the grounded theory seeks to find rigorous, verifiable and explicit 
ways to draw conclusions.  

Urquhart et al. (2010) provided “four distinctive characteristics of the grounded theory method:  
1. The main purpose of the grounded theory method is theory building. 
2. As a general rule, the researcher should make sure that their prior – often expert – knowledge 

of the field does not lead them to preformulated hypotheses that their research then seeks to 
verify – or otherwise. Such preconceived theoretical ideas could hinder the emergence of 
ideas that should be firmly rooted in the data in the first instance. 

3. Analysis and conceptualization are engendered through the core process of joint data 
collection and constant comparison, where every slice of data is compared with all existing 
concepts and constructs to see if it enriches an existing category (i.e. by adding/enhancing its 
properties), forms a new one or points to a new relation. 

4. ‘Slices of data’ of all kinds are selected by a process of theoretical sampling, where the 
researcher decides on analytical grounds where to sample from next.” 

 
Figure 1 illustrates application of GTM developed for the analysis of public participation 

perception in water management in Jordan and Singapore (Al-Najar et al., 2013).  

3. CASE STUDY 

Serbia is candidate country for the EU and one of the first negotiation chapters that is opened is 
financially demanding Chapter 27 – Environment. Among other alignments required within the 
Chapter 27, full implementation of Water Framework Directive 2000/60/EC is also foreseen, 
including introduction of public participation in water management decisions. Experiences of other 
counties show that introducing PP is long and challening process since it is entirely different mode 
of governance (Mostert, 2003). We believe that this process can be accelerated if public fully 
understand the process i.e. if public awareness of water importance is raised, various stakeholders 
are identified and involved, awareness of the public’s rights and of the public authorities’ 
obligations are raised, access to information is assured, etc.  

Although Serbian legislation still does not recognize nor regulate public participation in water 
management, we conducted study based to GTM to assess perception of public participation within 
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stakeholders involved in managing water resources of the Krivaja River basin in Serbia (Figure 2). 
It is selected as a case study because it is multifunctional and multipurpose system, with complex 
decision - making process characterized by the conflict interests of different parties: government, 
local authorities in municipalities, responsible water management companies, ecologists, public 
bodies etc. The conflicts are presently sharpened because of the lack of funding, improper 
legislation or absence of precise water policies, low efficiency in collecting water taxes, difficulties 
in motivating societal delegates to participate in management, etc. Today, water in Krivaja River 
basin is managed by public water management company Vode Vojvodine, and three smaller water 
management companies: Severna Backa, Krivaja and Backa.  

  

Figure 1. Process of GTM (Al-Najar et al., 2013). 

 

Figure 2. Krivaja River basin, Serbia, with reservoirs (existing, and to be build). 



 Z. Srdjevic et al. 
  

384 

Eight major stakeholders’ groups and their sub-groups were identified for Krivaja River basin 
(Bajčetić et al., 2015):  

1. users (irrigation, industry, fishing ponds, tourism), 
2. government (ministries and provincial secretariats),  
3. water sector (public water management company and regional water management 

companies),  
4. scientific community (university and research institutes),  
5. local authorities,  
6. non-governmental organizations,  
7. citizen’s associations, and 
8. general public. 

3.1 Collection of data and implementation of GTM 

Semistructured interviews, regular mail and e-mail were used to distribute questionnaires to 
n 110 legal entities (20 responses received)  
n 30 individuals (5 responses)  
n public institutions: state institutions, ministries, provincial secretariats, local governments, 

water management companies, academic bodies, etc. (35 responses), belonging to 8 major 
stakeholders’ groups and their sub-groups as identified in (Bajčetić et al., 2015). 

 
Extensive qualitative and quantitative data sets collected within six months period, included 

questions regarding detail information about stakeholders, catchment characteristics, perceived 
level of water scarcity, existing pricing policy, legal and institutional framework, fairness, perceived 
level of responsibility of authorities and other stakeholders, importance of different groups in 
managing waters, involvement of public in decision making process, etc. 

Using the GTM, we grouped the types of problems and challenges related to PP and recognized 
as most important or mentioned within the questionnaires, and categorised statements of 
respondents to four main categories: why PP (scarcity problems, intersectoral cooperation); who 
should be involved in PP of Krivaja River water management; level of involvement; way of 
involvement (efficient water use or direct involvement in decision making process). Second set of 
questionnaires is then sent to quantitatively assess perception of those four categories. 

3.2 Results and comparison with other countries 

According to responses, there is scarcity of water, especially in vegetation period. Also, 
intersectoral cooperation is not satisfactory if views of non-governmental organizations/citizen’s 
associations and citizents  are considered. 

Figure 3 shows that respondents believes that, in average, highest level of participation in water 
management regarding planning demands, financing, infrastructure planning and management 
(decision-making process) should have sector of fishing/outdoor activities, ministries and provincial 
secretariats and public water management company and regional water management companies. 
Non-governmental organizations/citizen’s associations and citizents  are considered as least 
important to be involved in PP. 

If compared with perception of PP in other countries given in (Rault and Jeffrey, 2008) and (Al-
Najar et al., 2013), there are more similarities of our results with results obtained in developing 
countries in distinction between officials and non-officials attitudes and views, objectives of PP and 
justification of introducing PP.  
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Figure 3. Perception of level of participation in different management issues. 
Note: IRR – irrigation sector; IN – industry; F/O - fishing ponds/outdoor activities; M - ministries and provincial 
secretariats; WMC - public water management company and regional water management companies; LA - local 

authorities; CA – county authorities; A – academia; NGO/C - non-governmental organizations/citizen’s associations; 
and CT – citizens. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction of PP in water management is long and challenging process aimed to solve complex 
environmental, economic and societal problems and increase sustainability of decisions. It requires 
time and effort in order to inform the public and raise wider awareness about the importance of 
water management, increase willingness of different sectors to participate, change mentality and 
way of thinking, make processes more democratic and transparent, improve communication 
between sectors, set mechanisms, set the legal framework, etc. 

Data obtained from 60 respondents and analysed with GTM proved that there is a long road 
infront of Serbia in order to introduce and fully implement PP, similar to most of developing 
countries with adolescent democracy.  
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