
Abstract 

 

An implementation gap occurs when policies do not reach the policy objectives (Laurian & 

Crawford, 2016). Flemish flood policy seems to experience an implementation gap. Despite 

all the preventive, effect-oriented and curative flood measures, annual flood damage is 

approximately 50 million euros (Brouwers et al., 2015). Implementation is the result of 

behaviour (O'Toole Jr, 2000; Robichau & Lynn Jr, 2009) and behaviour is determined by 

attitudes (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Therefore, this research aims to understand the 

role of attitudes of different policy actors on flood policy implementation (chapter 2). Policy 

actors from 26 organisations, or groups, are involved in the Flemish flood policy, typically 

representing a multi-actor, multi-sector and multi-level structure (chapter 1). The research 

questions concern several aspects: (i) do attitudes play a role in the implementation, (ii) What 

attitudes exist towards different flood measures, (iii) what evaluation criteria are used towards 

attitudes, and (iv) what are the most common evaluation criteria of each of the actor 

groups? Based on these findings, mechanisms are developed to close the implementation 

gap and several perspectives for further development of Flemish flood policy are described. 

The analysis is based on 15 flood measures, 347 actor-interviews and 3 case study areas in 

Flanders. A wide range of data gathering and analytical methods have been applied in 

order to guarantee the triangulation (chapter 3).  

 The analysis indicates that attitudes play a role. The findings suggest many policy 

actors have a negative attitude towards flood risk measures, in particular flood risk measures 

with spatial impact (chapter 4). Various ‘evaluation criteria’ – criteria that are used to 

determine the attitude during evaluation of the object – are used to determine the attitude. 

First, attitudes are determined by interests. People have a positive attitude when measures 

result in benefits (Gintis, 2000; Henrich et al., 2001; Jager et al., 2000; Persky, 1995). Second, 

attitudes are determined by values. Values are generic and steady principles that guide 

people in the directions to what is considered to be desired and acceptable (Kempton et al., 

1995). Actors have a positive attitude towards flood measures when these measures are 

aligned to their values. Third, attitudes are determined by frames and perceptions (Bartlett, 

1932; Benford & Snow, 2000; Berger & Luckmann, 1966). These are cognitive predispositions 

that are used to make sense to information (Buijs, 2009b; Minsky, 1975). Perceptions determine 

attitudes.  

 A storyline is the combination of different evaluation criteria. Each actor uses a 

specific storyline. Different storylines exist of each flood measure.  The more storylines, the 

more diverse the assessed evaluation criteria of each of the actors. This research analysed 

the fundamental differences between the storylines that result in tensions as well as the drivers 
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of negative attitudes.  In particular, perception and values were found to be the explanations 

of the implementation gap (chapter 5). The current policy paradigm ‘space for water’ is 

perceived in two different ways: ‘making space’ and ‘finding space’ for water. These two 

different perceptions affect the willingness of people to change current land use. The 

perceptions and other fundamental differences hamper the implementation of flood policy.  

It is observed that within each actor group, different storylines exist. The question is whether 

the model of sectoral representation in the CIW and the basin board fits with this practice.  

 Furthermore, most actors use values to determine attitude, except for the 

‘agricultural sector’ and actors from Flemish/national level who mainly use interests (chapter 

6).  

 By acknowledging the role of attitudes in the implementation gap, what mechanisms 

are useful to close the implementation gap? First, it is advised to involve the actors that will 

play a role in the implementation, in the very beginning of policy planning process. By 

interaction and co-creation, they will develop a shared understanding, while interests and 

values and perceptions are exchanged (Ter Haar et al., 2016). Existing storylines are aligned, 

or one dominant storyline will emerge, resulting in closing the implementation gap (Hajer, 

2005). Second, it is recommended to use interactive policy instruments in the policy 

implementation.  

Table 1: mechanisms to close the implementation gap  

 Perceptions  Values  Interests  

Small differences Soft power approach 

via communication of 

the evidence base 

(science) 

Soft power approach 

via policy storyline that 

integrated the various 

values 

Tailored 

implementation 

Soft power approach 

via communication of 

various benefits 

Large differences  Learning approach via 

pilots, serious gaming, 

participative 

monitoring; field visits 

and discussion about 

ongoing practices 

Making the different 

values explicit during 

workshops, community 

or practice, education 

via school projects 

Negotiation about 

interests in terms of 

compensation and 

finance 

Regulation to create 

negative or positive 

incentives 

Only few mechanisms are part of current flood policy. The lack of these mechanisms is clear 

since a significant proportion of the respondents still use storylines that were connected to the 

previous policy paradigm ‘fighting against water’. To integrate appropriate mechanisms in 



the policy processes, it is recommended to explore existing storylines via interviews and 

document analysis (= mapping of storylines) (Kolkman et al., 2007). 

Science can play a role in closing the implementation gap, particularly if the 

implementation gap is the result of different perceptions (Leeuwis & Aarts, 2016; Van Bommel 

et al., 2009). One condition is that science should be considered legitimate, salient and 

credible (Cash et al., 2003). When this condition is not met, science will be questioned or 

even abused. But there are also other sources of knowledge besides science. ‘Boundary 

organisations’ can play a role to translate knowledge into practice and to close the 

implementation gap (Guston, 2001). One has to take into account that power is one aspect 

that affects the success of these mechanisms to close the implementation gap (Van Bommel 

et al., 2009).  

 Based on these mechanisms, several perspectives have been developed for further 

flood policy. The first perspective is to strengthen implementation of existing flood measures 

via specific interventions like participatory monitoring, discussion and communication, or 

scientific findings. The second perspective includes more profound interventions like formal 

introduction of multi-layered safety in policy and the stronger organisation of the dialogue 

between sectors in the water boards.  New   flood measures can be introduced to 

encourage citizens to take actions themselves and to create shared responsibility between 

government and private actors like a multi-annual pilot programme. The results of this pilot 

programme can be formalised in policy documents.   

The main conclusion of this research is that implementation gaps in flood policy can 

be explained by different attitudes between the policy actors. The research demonstrates 

that although different attitudes exist, many attitudes can be changed. Therefore, policy 

makers should actively and strategically work on changing attitudes in order to close or even 

prevent the implementation gap.  

 


