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Abstract
Due to its oftentimes complex, contested, and multi-scale character, natural resource management 
(NRM) tends to be a challenging task that has been met with various political approaches in order 
to meet demands for legitimacy. One approach to enhancing the legitimacy of NRM that has 
gained increased attention within the academic literature is the adoption of local participatory 
democracy in decision-making processes. Advocates of participatory democracy in NRM propose 
that local participation achieves the following outcomes: increased legitimacy because it ensures 
that local needs and priorities are successfully met; decision-making based on more complete 
information, which helps avoid unexpected negative outcomes; and a sense of belonging and 
influence among the public, leading to increased perceptions of support and partnership, as 
opposed to NRM which is imposed on the community. Nevertheless, comprehensive empirical 
studies that document how public participation affects legitimacy remain rare. Using 2015 data 
collected on people’s attitudes towards mining in northern Saskatchewan, Canada, and Norrbotten 
and Västerbotten counties, Sweden, this paper empirically assesses whether and how perceptions 
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of local participation affect the legitimacy of mining development. In turn, this paper finds that 
perceived public participation does affect the public’s propensity to support mining development 
and this propensity is mediated by people’s perceptions of the interests present in the decision-
making process, their normative beliefs concerning which actors should be allowed to participate 
in the decision-making process, and certain individual-level and contextual-level factors.

Keywords: legitimacy; Natural Resource Management; input legitimacy; output 
legitimacy; throughput legitimacy; northern communities; local participation; northern 
canada; northern sweden; mining
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1. Introduction

The notion of legitimacy, or “a generalized perception or assumption that the actions 
of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed 
system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions,”1 holds a position of importance in 
relation to outcomes of policies related to natural resource management. Without 
establishing legitimacy, the process of natural resource development can lead to 
controversies between stakeholders. The existing literature has documented that 
such  controversies most often involve at least three stakeholders: local communi-
ties,  industry, and government, and typically revolve around issues related to the 
economic,2 social,3 cultural,4 and environmental impacts5 on the community. 
Controversies where lack of support and acceptance at the community level have led 
to public outcry and resistance, such as the Trans Mountain oil pipeline in Canada,6 
and Beowulf Mining’s plans to exploit the Kallak iron deposit in Sweden,7 have 
received extensive media coverage.

Due to the complex, contested, and multi-scale nature of natural resource man-
agement (NRM), various political approaches have been proposed to meet demands 
for legitimacy. These have ranged from scaling-down political decision-making to 
sub-local levels and widening participation in these processes to include local stake-
holder representatives, to placing legal demands on extractive industries to facilitate 
public participation in various ways.

The latter approach has gained increasing attention amongst decision-makers, as 
well as political science and public administration scholars. Advocates of this approach 
purport that the inclusiveness and transparency of increased public participation has 
great potential to improve the legitimacy of political decisions. Specifically, deepened 
public involvement is generally perceived as being more normatively legitimate due 
to the enhancement of procedural fairness and democratic values, and the empower-
ment of marginalized groups.8 It can also create a sense of shared loyalty and com-
mitment to decision-making outputs.9 In practice, public participation in NRM has 
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manifested in many different forms, such public consultation, advisory committees, 
town hall meetings, local benefit agreements, or citizens’ juries.10

However, although increasing public participation in decision-making processes is 
increasingly popular as a means of increasing the legitimacy of both political pro-
cesses and decisions, comprehensive empirical studies that attempt to disentangle 
the mechanisms through which participation gives rise to legitimacy, remain quite 
rare.11 Although looking at actual participation by single individuals in the decision-
making process is certainly one way of capturing the legitimacy-creating mechanisms, 
another aspect is to focus on the perceived distance between involved actors and 
decision-makers, i.e., the level at which decisions are made. It is reasonable to assume 
that for people who perceive that decisions are made above their heads, support for 
and the legitimacy of the decisions are lower than in cases where it is perceived that 
the relative distance between decision-makers and the public is smaller. This paper 
contributes to these attempts by asking whether and how perceived participation - 
defined as the involvement of local-level actors in the process - affects legitimacy on 
the output-side. Specifically, we explore three research questions:

1.	 Do perceptions of where decision-making power lies affect people’s propensity 
to support policy decisions?

2.	 If a relationship between people’s perceived participation and support for pol-
icy decisions exists, is this relationship mediated by people’s preferences for 
participation, i.e. which actors and interests are present and/or ought to be in 
the decision-making process?

3.	 Do any individual-level (e.g. gender, age, income, education, and occupation) 
and contextual-level factors (e.g. the formal rules and regulations governing 
NRM, as well as the design of the political-administrative system) influence 
people’s propensity to support policy decisions?

We explore these research questions through an analysis of original survey-data com-
prising a random sample of citizens living in two mining municipalities in the Canadian 
province of Saskatchewan, and in three mining municipalities in the northern part of 
Sweden. Thus, our analysis allows for a cross-country comparison, as the two data 
sets include necessary variation in institutional context: While both countries are 
located in the far North, are rich in natural resources and have large-scale mining 
activities development, they differ significantly in terms of institutional context: the 
Canadian province Saskatchewan is part of a federal political system, while Norrbotten 
county in Sweden is part of a unitary state system. In addition, the rules and regula-
tions governing mine exploration and development, including access of local commu-
nities to the decision-making processes, clearly separates the two regions.12

Moreover, mining offers an interesting empirical case to study when it comes to 
natural resource management and legitimacy, since it is typically associated with 
conflicting interests and goals. On the one hand, the establishment of a mine can 
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generate employment and contribute to infrastructure, not least in small and remote 
communities that live constantly under the risk of population decline. On the other 
hand, mining exploitation often interferes with environmental interests and the cul-
tural and religious values shared by different minority and indigenous groups. Thus, 
decisions to permit mining activities are a good case if we wish to investigate the 
interaction between perceived participation/power locality and policy support.

The rest of the paper is organized in the following way: In section 2 we review the 
literature and discuss the concept of participation and how it is related to legitimacy, 
understood as policy support. In section 3, we briefly present the two cases and 
account for why our selection of cases is adequate for our objectives. Thereafter we 
present our methodological approach and the findings from our study. Finally, we 
discuss the implications of our findings, offer recommendations for further research 
in this area, and provide some concluding thoughts.

2. Previous research and theory

The concepts of public- and stakeholder participation are sometimes used interchange-
ably. Whereas stakeholder participation can be understood as a process where individ-
uals, groups or organizations take an active role in making decisions that affect them,13 
public participation is a far broader concept and is the practice of involving members 
of the public in the agenda-setting, decision-making, and policy-forming activities of 
organizations or institutions responsible for policy development.14 A more limited def-
inition of public participation focuses on the perceived distance between the actors 
involved and decision-makers. One dimension of this is to determine perceptions of 
the level at which important decisions are actually made.15 This latter understanding is 
the definition that we use in this paper, as it seems relevant for the current demands 
placed on participatory-NRM in general, and mining practices in particular.

Within each unique mining development, Lucas16 outlines that there is a range of 
public actors potentially entitled to participate in the decision-making process as they 
are directly affected. These actors include: landowners and occupiers, local residents, 
the municipal government, and the provincial/county government. In Canada, First 
Nations members and their governing organizations hold constitutional participatory 
rights and thus, any natural resource development is subject to the Duty to Consult 
doctrine.17 Additionally, other actors, such as non-governmental organizations, pri-
vate organizations, academic institutions, and/or quasi-governmental bodies not 
directly affected, can also have an interest in mining policy and development.18

Proposals to increase public participation in the management of natural resources 
have emerged for various reasons. First, some advocates assert that increased public 
involvement in decision-making processes can improve input and output legitimacy. 
Input legitimacy refers to responsiveness to citizens’ concerns.19 In turn, advocates of 
participatory democracy propose that decision-making processes, allowing for deep-
ened public involvement, are generally perceived as being more normatively 
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legitimate due to the enhancement in procedural fairness and democratic values, and 
the empowerment of marginalized groups.20 Meanwhile, output legitimacy is con-
ceptualized as policies that work effectively, while resonating with citizens’ demo-
cratic ideals, values, and identity.21 For these scholars, deepened public participation 
in decision-making processes is generally perceived as increasing the level of legiti-
macy, as personal influence in the procedure, which fosters feelings of control and 
personal autonomy, is strengthened.22

Meanwhile, Reed23 introduces pure “pragmatic claims” for stakeholder participa-
tion; in other words, participation is a decision-making component that increases the 
quality and durability of political decisions. Specifically, it has been argued that 
i)  participation safeguards local needs and priorities;24 ii) decisions are based on 
more complete information, which helps avoid unexpected negative outcomes;25 and 
iii) public involvement ensures that interventions and technologies are better adapted 
to local socio-cultural and environmental conditions.26 Given these circumstances, 
long-term support and active implementation of decisions are enhanced,27 which is 
also said to decrease implementation costs significantly.28

A further question that needs to be addressed is why perceived legitimacy matters 
in decision-making processes. In response, several explanations are plausible. For 
instance, this can be attributed to the degree to which people think that there are 
conflicting interests and goals involved in the decision-making process. In other 
words, if people perceive that there is a joint/shared agreement with regards to a sug-
gested policy aim and its potential benefits, then people are probably less apt to 
demand participation. Another reason why perceived participation is likely to gener-
ate support for a policy position is because people may hold a general normative 
belief that involved actors ought to have a say or to participate. Thus, when an absence 
of participation is perceived, it can trigger public resistance against policy proposals.

Nevertheless, there are surprisingly few empirical studies on the outcome qualities 
of participation.29 Whereas a number of studies describe and analyze how participa-
tory processes have been launched and implemented, as well as how these implemen-
tations are reflected in public opinion,30 there seems to be no consensus regarding its 
overall benefits. For example, Webler and Tuler31 select participants from ten differ-
ent participatory cases and compare their opinions about the processes within these 
cases, and the results differ significantly regarding what constitutes a good participa-
tory process. Nevertheless, theoretically, we expect that if people perceive that they 
are, or have been, adequately involved in pre-decision-making processes, they will be 
more inclined to comply with and support the decisions once they have been made.

Finally, a number of other factors most likely both reinforce and weaken the poten-
tial direct and indirect effects of perceived participation on public support for policy 
decisions. Based on the existing literature, it is reasonable to assume that individual 
level factors, such as gender, age, level of education, and indigenous identity, affect 
one’s propensity to support mining projects.32 Furthermore, it is quite plausible that 
contextual factors affect this relationship. Previously, we have articulated some of the 
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governance and policy differences related to mining between Canada and Sweden. 
These differences warrant an investigation into systematic differences between 
Canadian and Swedish respondents that can be attributed to more contextual fac-
tors, such as variation in institutional conditions.

3. Methodology

3.1 Case Studies
3.1.1 Norrbotten and Västerbotten counties, Sweden
The Swedish case comprises data from three municipalities in northern Sweden 
where mining development is currently ongoing: Jokkmokk and Kiruna municipali-
ties in the county of Norrbotten, as well as Storuman municipality in the county of 
Västerbotten. Overall, Sweden has a long-standing history of mining and metal refin-
ing, stretching back more than a thousand years. Today, Sweden is by far the largest 
iron ore producer in the EU, and is also among the foremost producers of base and 
precious metals. In absolute terms, the mining and minerals industry supplies export 
products with an annual value of just over EUR 17.5 billion. In 2013, the industry’s 
share of Swedish GDP amounted to 1.3 percent, not accounting for the vast indirect 
economic effects of the mining and minerals industry.33

The majority of Swedish mines, as well as current exploration activities, are located 
in the inland areas of the two northernmost counties: Norrbotten and Västerbotten. 
Even though the region is sparsely populated34, with the majority of the population 
residing in cities along the eastern coast, proposals for opening new mines in these 
municipalities must still negotiate conflicts with alternative land uses such as tour-
ism, recreation and claims of sustained nature conservation. Furthermore, the estab-
lishment of mining in northern Sweden is severely complicated by conflicts concerning 
unresolved indigenous land rights. For example, in all three municipalities, the pro-
posed new mines infringe on reindeer herding pastures and grazing areas, thus inter-
fering with the legally protected practice of reindeer husbandry. Simultaneously, the 
possible positive impact of mine development on local economic development, pri-
marily through an increase in employment opportunities, is stressed as an important 
positive effect, both from a local and a regional perspective.35

The Swedish mining and minerals policy is strongly centralised in a few govern-
mental agencies appointed by the government, in particular the Geological Survey of 
Sweden (SGU) and its Chief Mining Inspector, which hold responsibility for a range 
of decisions on exploration and mining-establishment projects.36 The regulatory 
framework that requires companies to inform landowners and other local stakehold-
ers, as well as the Sami parliament before initiating exploration has been strength-
ened in recent years (e.g. Prop. 2013/14:159). If stakeholders raise concerns against 
exploration, the mining company has a duty to try and reach agreement. Nevertheless, 
if no such agreement can be reached, SGU makes the final decision. For gaining 
exploitation concessions there are no legal requirements for consultation with local 
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actors.37 The legal possibilities for local actors, including the municipality, to influ-
ence the decision-making process is thereby strictly limited.

3.1.2 Northern Saskatchewan, Canada
The natural resource sector is enormously important to Canada’s Gross Domestic 
Product. According to Natural Resources Canada,38 in 2015, the natural resource 
sector comprised 17 per cent of Canada’s GDP. The natural resource sector is 
also considered one of the largest employers of Canadian indigenous peoples, and 

Figure 1.  Map of Sweden 
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Figure 2.  Map of Canada
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provides high paying and stable employment in many remote parts of the country, 
even for those with little formal education.39 Saskatchewan offers an optimal example 
of the importance of the natural resources sector on the regional development of 
northern and remote regions.

The Northern Administration District of Saskatchewan (NAD), which lies in the 
northern half of the central Canadian province, accounts for all of Canada’s and 
about 17 per cent of the world’s uranium production.40 This makes northern 
Saskatchewan the second largest uranium-producing region in the world. The two 
largest uranium companies operating in the NAD are Cameco and Areva, the work-
forces of which are 50 per cent local and/or indigenous.41 The NAD has a population 
of just under 40,000 individuals and is characterized by northern climates, political 
marginalization, large indigenous populations, a substantial dependence on resource 
economies, and arctic and sub-arctic landscapes.42

Prince Albert (PA) is the most populated city (approximately 41,000 people) and 
the closest center for goods and services in northern Saskatchewan. While PA itself is 
not located close to the mines, the city is home to many value-added services to the 
resource development companies in the NAD. Moreover, many individuals from 
the NAD visit PA regularly for goods and services; and countless individuals from the 
NAD have moved to PA for employment. Thus, PA is intimately tied to the regional 
development and cultural fabric of northern Saskatchewan.

In Saskatchewan, the Ministry of the Environment, a provincial government 
department, oversees and makes the final decisions regarding exploration43, environ-
mental assessments44, and mining permits45, with a single exception – uranium min-
ing – which is overseen by the Canadian Nuclear Safety Commission (CNSC)46 a 
federal government agency. Other federal and provincial agencies become involved 
in  the decision making process when an action related to a mining project falls 
under their jurisdiction – for example obtaining a Mineral Surface Lease Agreement.47 
Often, large mining projects will trigger an environmental impact assessment (EIA) 
under the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act at which point the Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Agency or the CNSC, both federal agencies, coordinates 
with the Environmental Assessment Branch, a provincial agency, and to administer 
an EIA.48 The EIA is the point in the decision-making process that offers the most 
opportunities for stakeholders, such as local residents, municipal governments, 
NGOs, First Nations, provincial and federal agencies to influence the outcome of a 
project.49 During exploration stages, before the EIA process is triggered, provincial 
best management practices and regulations require industry to engage with First 
Nations and Métis communities impacted by a project; industry must obtain consent 
and compensate any private landowners with surface rights.50 At any point during the 
decision-making process, indigenous groups can make a legal challenge regarding 
the  Crown’s duty to consult and accommodate. Meanwhile, there are few legal 
possibilities for non-indigenous actors whose land rights are not impacted, such 
as municipalities. Indigenous stakeholders are engaged earlier in the mining cycle 
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because the bar for triggering the duty to consult and accommodate is lower than for 
federal or provincial EIAs.

3.2 Sample and Data
The Swedish data was collected through a mail survey to a representative sample of 
about 5,300 persons between the ages of 18-75, living in the three municipalities of 
Jokkmokk, Kiruna and Storuman, all located in northern Sweden. The sample was 
provided by Statens personadressregister (SPAR), which is a daily updated public regis-
ter upheld by the Swedish Tax Agency of all persons who are registered as resident in 
Sweden with data from the Swedish Population Register. The survey was designed 
and conducted in line with the ethical guidelines established by the Swedish Research 
Council. Overall response rate was 32 per cent, which is reasonable for a mail survey 
of this magnitude. The sample is not perfectly representative of the population as it is 
somewhat older and more highly educated than the average for these municipalities. 
In all regressions, we therefore controlled for both age and education, along with 
several other socio-demographic factors.

In Canada, the survey instrument was translated into English and adapted to the 
Canadian context by the research team. The University of Saskatchewan’s Social 
Sciences Research Laboratories (SSRL) conducted the survey on behalf of the 
research team. Using WinCATI software, telephone surveys were administered from 
December 1, 2015 to December 14, 2015. The survey resulted in 755 completed 
interviews among randomly-selected residents 18 years of age or older, half of whom 
were from the Northern Administration District and the other half from Prince 
Albert. We received a response rate of 25 per cent for the survey, and the results are 
generalizable to the population of two locations ± 5.0 per cent at the 95 percent con-
fidence interval (19 times out of 20). The survey received ethics approval from the 
University of Saskatchewan Research Ethics Board. The overall demographics of 
respondents in our dataset, separating Swedish and Canadian respondents, are dis-
played in Tables 1 and 2.

For respondents in Norrbotten and Västerbotten counties, 52 per cent were 
male  and 48 per cent female. 17 per cent of respondents identified themselves 
as Sami peoples. When asked about respondents’ level of education, we found that 
14 per cent of respondents had attained a primary education as their highest level 

Table 1.  Demographic information for Norrbotten and Västerbotten counties

Sex Indigenous status Level of Education Age

Male 52% Indigenous (Sami) 17% Primary education 14% Median 55
Female 48% Non-Indigenous 83% Secondary education 49%

Postsecondary education 
or above

37%
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of education, 49 per cent had attained a secondary education, and 37 per cent had 
attained a postsecondary education or above. The median age of the respondents 
was 55 years of age. Meanwhile, respondents in northern Saskatchewan comprised 
52 per cent male and 48 per cent female. 40 per cent of respondents identified them-
selves to be First Nations or Metis, i.e. with indigenous status in Canada, while 
60 per cent of respondents identified as non-indigenous. 5 per cent of respondents 
had attained a primary education as their highest level of education, 34 per cent had 
attained a secondary education, and 61 per cent had attained a postsecondary edu-
cation or above. Finally, the median age of the respondents in northern Saskatchewan 
was 55 years of age.

4. Findings

4.1 Descriptive statistics
Table 3 presents the summary statistics for the items on attitudes towards decision-
making, i.e. the respondents’ preferences for decision-making level as well as for 
participation by stakeholders and local communities. Overall, respondents were 
found to most likely agree that local interests should be given more say in the mining 
development process (mean = 5.34) and that decisions regarding mining develop-
ment should be made by the community (mean = 5.00). The mean for agreement 
then drops as the proposed decision-making processes moves up to the regional 
and national level. When asked, respondents further agreed slightly that indigenous 
peoples’ interests should be given more say in the mining development process 
(mean = 4.21). When asked about what decision-making role should be played by the 
provincial/county and national government, respondents agreed slightly that the pro-
vincial/county government should make decisions regarding mining development 
(mean = 4.31), while they disagreed slightly that the national government should 
play a role (mean = 3.77). In Table 3, two additional items garnered a higher level of 
disagreement from the respondents. First, 45.3 per cent of respondents disagreed, in 
comparison to 38.6 per cent who agreed, that local municipalities should be able to 
stop mining development permanently (mean = 3.85). Similarly, the majority of 
respondents (56.3 per cent) disagreed that affected indigenous communities should 

Table 2.  Demographic information for northern Saskatchewan

Sex Indigenous status Level of Education Age

Male 52% Indigenous (First 
Nations, Metis)

40% Primary education 5% Median 55

Female 48% Non-Indigenous 60% Secondary education 34%
Postsecondary education 
or above

61%
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be able to stop mining permanently; however, 33.2 per cent agreed with the senti-
ment (mean = 3.39).

In Table 4, summary statistics for our main dependent variable (attitudes towards 
mining and mining development) is displayed along with one item tapping descrip-
tive social norms and one item focusing on the trade-offs between resource-extrac-
tion and environmental protection. Overall, the majority of respondents were 
generally in favour of mining development, attaining a mean of 4.56. The majority of 
respondents further agreed that people in their community are generally in favour of 
mining development (mean = 4.75). Most respondents agreed that long-term envi-
ronmental goals should always be given higher priority than short-term interests in 
mining development (mean = 4.94).

To assess the respondents’ perceptions of who actually is involved in decision-mak-
ing processes, we asked them to rate the level of influence of different actors and 
actor-groups. According to Table 5, respondents were most likely to perceive the 
mining industry (mean = 3.52) and the provincial/county government (mean = 3.34) 
as having some influence on mining development. Respondents further perceived 
external organizations and activists outside the North and band governments/sameby 
as having some influence on mining development. For respondents, the municipality 
and local environmental organizations have little to some influence on mining 

Table 3.  Summary Statistics on Decision-Making Items

Decisions regarding mining development should be made by the community Mean
(S.D.)

5.00
(1.82)

n 2371
Decisions regarding mining development should be made by the Province/County Mean

(S.D.)
4.31

(1.87)
n 2346

Decisions regarding the mining development should be made by the National 
Government

Mean
(S.D.)

3.77
(1.99)

n 2347
Local interests should be given more say in the mining development process Mean

(S.D.)
5.34

(1.66)
n 2370

Indigenous peoples' interests should be given more say in the mining development 
process

Mean
(S.D.)

4.21
(2.19)

n 2366
Local municipalities should be able to stop mining development permanently Mean

(S.D.)
3.85

(2.20)
n 2361

Affected Indigenous communities should be able to stop mining development 
permanently

Mean
(S.D.)

3.39
(2.29)

n 2370

Items were asked on a seven-point Likert Scale, ranging from 1 to 7, where 1 = strongly disagree and 7 = 
strongly agree
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development decisions. Of the actors listed, respondents perceived affected resource 
users and local businesses to have the least amount of influence on mining develop-
ment in their communities.

To construct our main independent variable, i.e. preferences for increased partici-
pation, a principal axis factor analysis with oblique rotation was conducted on the 

Table 4.  Summary Statistics on Mining Attitudes

Long-term environmental goals should always be given higher priority than 
short-term interests in mining development.

Mean
(S.D.)

4.94
(1.88)

n 2374
In general, people in your community are in favour of mining development. Mean

(S.D.)
4.75

(1.70)
n 2326

Please rate your general attitudes towards mines and mining development Mean
(S.D.)

4.56
(1.88)

n 2398

Items 1 - 2 were asked on a seven-point Likert Scale, ranging from 1 to 7, where 1 = strongly disagree and 
7 = strongly agree; item 3 was asked on a seven-point Likert Scale, ranging from 1 to 7, where 1 = very 
negative, 4 = neither negative nor positive, and 7 = very positive

Table 5.  Summary Statistics on Influence Items

Band Government51/ Sameby Mean
(S.D.)

2.75
(0.97)

n 2142
Affected resource users (trappers, fishermen, reindeer herders, etc.) Mean

(S.D.)
2.48

(0.94)
n 2196

Local environmental organizations Mean
(S.D.)

2.55
(0.94)

n 2190
Local businesses Mean

(S.D.)
2.37

(0.90)
n 2207

The municipality Mean
(S.D.)

2.58
(0.98)

n 2179
External organizations and activists (i.e. outside the North) Mean

(S.D.)
2.81

(0.92)
n 2171

The mining industry Mean
(S.D.)

3.52
(0.74)

n 2210
The Provincial/County Government Mean

(S.D.)
3.34

(0.83)
n 2182

Items were asked on a four-point Likert Scale, ranging from 1 to 4, where 1 = no influence and 4 = much 
influence
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seven items (see Table 3 above) related to attitudes on decision-making within the 
mining development process. This method was selected for its ability to account for 
correlations between the produced factors.52 Only correlations larger than .50 and 
eigenvalues of about 1 were retained. An analysis of the Kaiser-Meyer Okin measure 
of sampling adequacy indicated that the sample was suitable (KMO = 0.696).

As a result, one factor was generated. This factor encompasses the items related to 
the opinion that indigenous communities and local interests should be given more 
input during the mining development process, and even hold the ability to stop min-
ing development permanently. Corresponding to the literature, this factor was 
labelled as “veto power”. The three items asking respondents whether the commu-
nity, the provincial/county government, or the national government should make 
decisions regarding mining did not load in the factor analysis.

Utilizing the same methodology, a principal axis factor analysis with oblique 
rotation was further conducted on the set of items tapping the perceived level of 

Table 6.  Factor Analysis of Decision-making Variables

Factor 1 Veto Power

Affected Indigenous communities should be able to stop mining development 
permanently

0.889

Indigenous peoples’ interests should be given more say in the mining development 
process

0.804

Local municipalities should be able to stop mining development permanently 0.779
Local interests should be given more say in the mining development process 0.538
Eigenvalues 3.02
% of variance 50.38%

Table 7.  Factor Analysis on Perceived Influence on Mining Items

Factor

1 Local Actor 
Influence

2 External Actor 
Influence

Local environmental organizations .784
Affected resource users (trappers, fishermen, Reindeer Herders, etc.) .669
Band Government/ Sameby .657
The municipality .650
Local businesses .568
The mining industry .628
The Provincial/County Government .565
External organizations and activists (i.e. outside the North) .506
Eigenvalues 3.02 1.49
% of variance 37.76% 18.65%
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influence certain actors had on the mining decision-making process. An analysis of 
the Kaiser-Meyer Okin measure of sampling adequacy indicated that the sample 
was suitable (KMO = 0.786). All eight survey-items loaded into the factor analysis. 
In turn, two factors were produced based on locality. The first factor clusters five 
items based on the perceived level of influence from five actors, including local envi-
ronmental organizations, affected resource users, the local indigenous government, 
municipality, and local businesses. This can be encapsulated as “perceived local actor 
influence”. Meanwhile, the second factor consists of three items based on the per-
ceived level of influence from three actors, including the mining industry, the provin-
cial/county government, and external organizations and activists outside the North. 
While it can be argued that these actors are not exclusively external, they are often 
at  least one degree removed from a local community. Thus, we named this factor 
“perceived external actor influence”.

4.2 Econometric results
Unweighted summated index scores were generated for three factors produced by 
the Factor Analysis. Averaged scores were then produced to retain the scale metric 
and the ability to foster comparisons across factors, as the factors produced differing 
numbers of items per factor.53 We then inserted the three factors and the other survey 
items on decision-making into regression models, in an effort to determine whether 
these variables held predictive effects on the respondents’ general attitudes towards 
mining. To further test the predictive effects of the aforementioned variables, we pro-
duced a second model where we added demographic variables to assess their predic-
tive effects in comparison to the decision-making variables-only model. We further 
added a location variable to assess whether being located in northern Saskatchewan 
vis-à-vis Norrbotten and Västerbotten counties has an impact on attitudes towards 
mining.

Table 8 presents the findings of the regression analyses for all respondents. To 
empirically explore the conceptual research questions in this study, hierarchical 
regression was utilized, which assesses the amount of variance explained by our inde-
pendent variables, relative to each other and the demographic control variables. This 
is represented in Models A – D.

First, Model A contains only the effects of the demographic control variables of 
sex, age, level of education, indigenous identity, and location on respondents’ atti-
tudes towards mining. Resultantly, it was found that the variables of sex, level of 
education, and indigenous identity all exhibit inverse relationships with one’s atti-
tudes towards mining. In other words, females, those with a higher level of education, 
and indigenous respondents are less likely to perceive mining positively in compari-
son to males; those with a higher level of education are less likely to perceive mining 
positively; and indigenous respondents are less likely to perceive mining positively 
in  comparison to non-indigenous respondents. In contrast, the Swedish respon-
dents were significantly less likely to perceive mining positively when compared to 
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respondents from our Canadian sample (i.e. the negative sign of the coefficient for 
Norrbotten and Västerbotten counties). Meanwhile, age was not found to have an 
effect on one’s attitudes towards mining. However, while some demographic vari-
ables included in our study do significantly predict our sample’s attitudes towards 
mining, they only help to explain 11.8 per cent of the variance.

Model B presents the model with the addition of the items on environmental atti-
tudes and social norms. It was found that both variables displayed a significant and 
positive relationship with the dependent variable. In other words, respondents who 
were more likely to agree that long-term environmental goals should always be given 
priority over short-term interests in mining development and that people in their 
community are generally in favour of mining were significantly more likely to per-
ceive mining as positive. In Model B, the demographic variables of sex, level of edu-
cation, and indigenous identity also significantly predicted one’s attitudes towards 
mining. However, in Model B, one’s location no longer remains significant. Overall, 
Model B is statistically significant at the 0.001 level and helps to explain 40.6 per 
cent of the variance, which is a 28.8 percentage point increase over Model A.

Table 8.  OLS Regression Models for All Respondents

Model A Model B Model C Model D

Female -0.138***
(0.084)

-0.065***
(0.070)

-0.080***
(0.066)

-0.043**
(0.058)

Age -0.010
(0.003)

-0.022
(0.002)

-0.027
(0.002)

-0.012
(0.002)

Level of Education -0.122***
(0.067)

-0.078***
(0.055)

-0.031
(0.053)

-0.013
(0.046)

Indigenous identity -0.260***
(0.104)

-0.137***
(0.088)

-0.108***
(0.083)

-0.008
(0.076)

Norrbotten and Västerbotten counties -0.234***
(0.101)

-0.005
(0.089)

0.009
(0.085)

-0.060**
(0.076)

Long-term environmental goals should always 
be given priority than short-term interests in 
mining development

0.353***
(0.023)

0.257***
(0.023)

0.201***
(0.020)

In general, people in your community are in 
favor of mining development

0.312***
(0.025)

0.270***
(0.024)

0.218***
(0.021)

Factor – Perceived Local Actor Influence 0.302***
(0.053)

0.166***
(0.050)

Factor – Perceived External Actor Influence -0.131
(0.059)

-0.043*
(0.054)

Factor – Veto Power -0.422***
(0.020)

Constant 7.23*** 2.42*** 2.15*** 4.28***
R2 (adj.) 0.118*** 0.406*** 0.475*** 0.591***
n 1793 1793 1793 1793

*** p< .001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05
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Following, Model C inserts the variables of Local Actor Influence and External 
Actor Influence factors, which emerged from the factor analyses. As a result, it was 
found that respondents who were more likely to perceive local actors as having influ-
ence on the decision-making process on mines and mining development were also 
significantly more likely to have a positive attitude towards mining. However, no 
significant effects on mining attitudes were observed for perceptions of external actor 
influence. In Model C, the items on environmental attitudes and social norms also 
significantly predict the dependent variable, as do the demographic variables of sex 
and indigenous identity. Meanwhile, one’s level of education no longer predicts one’s 
attitudes towards mining. Overall, Model C significantly predicts the dependent vari-
able and explains 47.5 per cent of the variance, which is approximately a 7 percent-
age point improvement.

Finally, Model D adds the variable of Veto Power, which emerged from the factor 
analyses. As a result, it was found that Veto Power has an inverse relationship with the 
dependent variable. In other words, respondents who were more likely to agree that 
local communities and indigenous communities should hold veto power over mines 
and mining development were also less likely to perceive mining as positive. The 
effect of Veto Power was found to be statistically significant at the 0.001 level of sig-
nificance. Moreover, in Model D, the variables of perceived Local Actor Influence, 
and the items on environmental attitudes and social norms continue to significantly 
predict the dependent variable. In this model, perceived External Actor Influence 
becomes a significant predictor of one’s attitudes towards mining. One’s location 
also  impacts attitudes towards mining. Specifically, respondents from Norrbotten 
and Västerbotten counties are less likely to view mining as positive compared to 
respondents in Northern Saskatchewan. Similar to Models A – C, males were signifi-
cantly more likely to perceive mining and mining development positively compared 
to females. On the other hand, age, level of education, and indigenous identity do not 
significantly predict the dependent variable. Model D demonstrates the strongest 
model of the four, helping to explain 59.1 per cent of the variance, which is an 
11.6 percentage point increase over Model C, and a 47.3 percentage point increase 
compared to the base-model with only demographic variables included.

5. Discussion

This study set forth to empirically study whether and how perceptions of the involve-
ment of local-level actors in the decision-making process affects legitimacy on the 
output-side in the form of support for natural resource management in the mining 
sector. In turn, our findings suggest that individual perceptions of where decision-
making power lies in the decision-making process for mining development, do affect 
one’s propensity to support mining development. Furthermore, our findings suggest 
one’s level of acceptance towards mining development is mediated by people’s per-
ceptions of the interests present in the decision-making process, their normative 
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beliefs concerning which actors ought to be allowed to participate in the decision-
making process, and certain individual-level and contextual-level factors.

Specifically, as illustrated by Model D in Table 8, it was revealed that people who 
perceived local actors as having influence on the decision-making process in mining 
development were significantly more likely to perceive mining development as posi-
tive. In contrast, people who were more likely to perceive external actors as having 
influence on the decision-making process in mining development were significantly 
less likely to perceive mining development as positive. These findings offer some 
empirical support to the notion that the perceived location of or level of power in the 
decision-making process does affect people’s propensity to support policy decisions. 
Moreover, this finding suggests that the perception of who participates in the deci-
sion-making process is especially important in relation to certain actors. In particu-
lar, we see that one’s propensity to support mining development tends to increase 
when local voices are heard and incorporated into decision-making, while one’s pro-
pensity to support mining development significantly decreases when external voices 
are perceived to have more influence on policy. This finding suggests that throughput 
legitimacy, or “quality of governance processes as established by their efficacy, 
accountability, transparency, inclusiveness, and openness to interest intermedia-
tion”54 can lead to output legitimacy. In other words, where processes are in place for 
local communities to feel included and empowered to contribute to decision-making, 
there is likely to be increased public support for mining. However, this support will 
certainly be conditioned by the extent to which local actors are responsive to and act 
on the preferences of the local community.

In terms of people’s normative beliefs pertaining to who ought to be allowed to 
participate, our findings reveal that those who believe that local and indigenous inter-
ests should have more say over mining development, or have the ability to stop min-
ing development, were significantly less likely to support mining development. This 
finding further supports the importance of throughput legitimacy in decision-making 
processes within the mining sector. In particular, we suggest that respondents who 
perceive a lack of efficacy and inclusion in the decision-making process are more 
likely to cultivate a position of opposition towards mining. As revealed by the findings 
in this study, respondents who do not perceive local and indigenous interests as 
having an influence over mining decisions were less likely to support mining develop-
ment; whereas, those who perceived local interests as having an influence on deci-
sion-making processes related to mining were more likely to support mining. We 
propose that increasing investment in the local democratization of decision-making 
will produce an avenue for local communities to increase their sense of efficacy, 
which in turn, can increase their support for mining development.

However, while the findings in this study suggest that citizens covet local commu-
nity participation in the decision-making process in relation to mining develop-
ment, they further indicate that there appears to be a disconnect between citizens’ 
perceived ideal decision-making process and their perception of the actual 
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decision-making process. As presented in Tables 3 and 5, while citizens were most 
likely to agree that local interests should be given more say in the mining develop-
ment process and that decisions regarding mining development should be made by 
the community, they concurrently perceive the mining industry and the provincial/
county government as having the most influence in the decision-making process, 
while local actors were perceived as having the least amount of influence. Again, 
this disconnect between preferences and reality suggests that the representation of 
interests in the mining process, in particular in Sweden where decision-making is 
strongly centralized in national governmental agencies, serves as to delegitimize pol-
icy outputs.

In line with previous research, our findings further reveal that social norms were 
strong predictors of people’s propensity to support mining. Interestingly, this study 
found a significant and positive relationship between people’s environmental atti-
tudes and their attitudes towards mining development. In other words, those who 
were more likely to agree that long-term environmental goals should always be given 
a higher priority than short-term interests were also more likely to perceive mines 
and mining development positively. This finding appears to contradict commonly 
held understandings of this relationship, which argue that these two viewpoints are 
inconsistent with one another. We hypothesize that this finding could be attributed to 
the context surrounding northern communities with a history of mining. In these 
communities, citizens are likely to perceive both environmental goals and the need 
for mining as important. Particularly, respondents feel that long-term environmental 
goals should be a priority, but concurrently retain the belief that mining development 
should continue. Another interesting finding that emerged from this study is that 
demographic variables are weak predictors in the full regression model, when atti-
tudes and perceptions are included. Here, it is found that only sex and geographical 
location are predictive of people’s attitudes towards mining, while age and level of 
education, do not impact attitudes towards mining at all. The rather strong negative 
effect of indigenous identity noted initially also disappears when attitudes and per-
ceptions are included in the model. This finding challenges common perpetuated 
narratives that indigenous peoples, younger individuals, and those with higher levels 
of education are primarily against mining and serves to highlight the strength of 
throughput legitimacy for general attitudes towards mining.

Lastly, although only tested as a dummy variable, our results suggest that context 
matters in the sense that Swedes appear to display more negative attitudes than 
Canadians. In part, given the strong effects of the veto-power variable, this might 
be explained by various differences in formal institutions between the two countries. 
For instance, constitutional mechanisms, such as indigenous land rights and local 
self-government, are much stronger in Canada and less so in Sweden. Sámi in Sweden 
have a legally recognized usufruct right (urminnes hävd), which is compromised by 
a lack of practical recognition when it comes to third party intrusions (e.g. mining).55 
Overall, based on a comparison of their respective institutions and governance 
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policies, this finding may suggest that respondents in Norrbotten and Västerbotten 
counties perceive a lower sense of efficacy, contributing to mining being a more con-
troversial issue in Sweden than in northern Saskatchewan. While the findings in this 
study suggest that differences between the two locations exist and can be attributed 
to differences in policies and governance, a more thorough analysis in future research 
is needed.

6. Conclusion

The findings of this study offer some evidence that people’s perceptions and attitudes 
are related to their propensity to support mining. The findings contribute to the 
existing literature by revealing that perceived public participation, in particular the 
extent to which the public perceive that local and external actors have influence over 
decision-making processes in mining, and public perceptions regarding which actors 
ought to have an influence on decision-making processes, affects people’s opinions 
about mining development. Our findings suggest that one’s propensity to support 
mining development increases if local interests are perceived to be represented and 
have an influence on decision-making processes. This ideal, however, does not appear 
to reflect current practices, according to our survey results. Thus, we recommend 
that industry and government invest in the local democratization of decision-making 
processes in the mining sector. As opposed to any fears that increased democratiza-
tion at the local level will lead to increased public controversies or vetoes, our study 
rather suggests that increased democratization at the local level could lead to increased 
community support for mining development.

This study does have limitations. First, the sample frame was limited to five sites in 
three regions of two countries. Our understanding of people’s attitudes towards min-
ing would benefit from surveying respondents from other regions within the same 
country. For instance, in Canada, certain eastern provinces are far removed from the 
energy sector; thus, it is likely that people living in these areas would view mining 
differently than in Saskatchewan. Replicating this survey in other countries would 
further provide a more diverse sample and increase the generalizability of our find-
ings. In addition, our study attained an overall response rate of 32 per cent. While this 
is consistent with large surveys in the literature, external validity would be improved 
with a larger response rate. Finally, this study specifically focused on a specific sector 
within natural resource management, i.e. mining. It is quite plausible that the same 
factors that emerge here may not contribute to the propensity to support other sec-
tors of natural resource management. Lastly, it should be noted that issues surround-
ing land-use and NRM are usually politically complex and highly contested, involving 
a range of incompatible interests and actors. This especially obtains for cases in which 
the historically established and culturally important practices of indigenous commu-
nities clash with the industrial extraction of resources. Although our study suggests 
that the empowerment of local level actors is a route towards decreasing negative 
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sentiments and increasing output legitimacy, other studies show that the possibility 
of reaching consensus and eradicating conflict altogether through participatory and 
deliberative design is rather difficult when the initial level of conflict is high.
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