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1 
ENGAGING CITIZENS IN SUSTAINABLE 
URBAN DEVELOPMENT 

Building inclusive and resilient cities through 
multidisciplinary approaches 

Nina Tura, Tuomas Ahola, Ville Ojanen and 
Agnar Johansen 

Introduction 

In August 2018, Greta Thunberg, a 15-year-old Swedish schoolgirl, made 
it visible that despite the age, many citizens are highly motivated to par-
ticipate in the development towards a more sustainable future. Her deci-
sion to skip school and protest in front of the Swedish parliament marked 
the beginning of an international youth climate movement that has since 
raised the attention of millions of individuals across the planet. Although 
the actions increased the voice of the citizens, they also highlighted the lack 
of processes through which citizens can effectively participate in decision-
making processes at both the municipal and national levels. This note drove 
the planning and implementation of the project “Citizens as Pilots of Smart 
Cities (CaPs)” 2020–2024, which NordForsk funded under the Nordic Pro-
gramme of Sustainable Urban Development and Smart Cities. The main aim 
of the CaPs project was to advance the knowledge of smart and sustainable 
urban development based on citizens’ ideas and inputs. The project was a 
collaborative effort between universities in Finland (Tampere University, LUT 
University), Norway (Norwegian University of Science and Technology), and 
Denmark (Copenhagen Business School), and municipalities of Tampere, 
Tuusula, Lappeenranta, Copenhagen, Lier, Oslo, and Trondheim. This book 
combines the latest research from and beyond the project by focusing on the 
learnings from the Nordics. 

Sustainable urban development means urban planning and develop-
ment aiming for cities that use resources effectively, minimize the envi-
ronmental impact of human activity, and improve the quality of life of its 
citizens (Bibri & Krogstie, 2017; Yigitcanlar & Teriman, 2015). In practice, 

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY 4.0 license.
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2 Citizen Participation in Sustainable Urban Development 

this means developments in, for example, housing, public transportation, 
the creation of green public spaces, business opportunities, and improving 
urban planning and management in participatory and inclusive ways (United 
Nations, 2018). Municipalities develop services and infrastructure guided 
by explicitly stated sustainability goals, including carbon neutrality and 
increased well-being of citizens. In the Nordic context, sustainable urban 
development is concentrated within municipalities and often conducted 
in an urban development project form (Buzási et al., 2021). For instance, 
to reduce its carbon footprint, Oslo has drastically reduced the number 
of cars in its centre and converted parking spaces to bike lanes and pe-
destrian walkways. Similarly, user-friendly digital contact models between 
citizens and social services are being developed in Copenhagen to im-
prove economic effciency of welfare services. In Finland cities, including 
Tampere and Lappeenranta, have introduced and applied the principles of 
participatory budgeting to their residents and thus enabled them to con-
tribute to idea generation, planning, and implementation of sustainable 
urban development projects that would improve their well-being as citi-
zens. Unfortunately, many of these developments have a downside as well. 
For instance, digitalization of public services has also been observed to 
pose the risk of marginalizing citizens that do not know how to access 
and/or effectively utilize these new digital solutions (Eubank, 2018). As 
stated by Schmidt in Chapter 11, there is a need to consider the needs 
of those more vulnerable groups of citizens also in urban development, 
so no-one would not been left behind. To avoid, or at least reduce, nega-
tive outcomes, novel methods are needed to engage and educate citizens 
in sustainable urban development (Tura & Ojanen, 2022). Cities should 
support education, creativity, and knowledge-sharing to drive impactful, 
sustainable innovations (Trencher & Karvonen, 2019) and ensure diverse 
groups’ engagement (Shin et al., 2021). However, cities must avoid relying 
on top-down engagement methods, which are likely to lead to superf-
cial participation or “tokenism” (Kamols et al., 2021). Instead, a “middle-
out approach,” combining top-down and bottom-up methods – such as 
“pop-up interventions” – can promote genuine, systemic change (Freder-
icks et al., 2019). 

The central challenge is to understand how to effectively support smart 
and sustainable urban development that genuinely incorporates the ideas and 
other inputs of citizens. While technological innovations and urban planning 
strategies are essential, the real transformation lies in creating participatory 
processes – and specifc methods used in these processes – that empower 
citizens to shape the future of their cities. This requires overcoming barriers to 
engagement, ensuring inclusivity, and fostering a collaborative approach that 
integrates diverse voices in meaningful ways. Understanding how to bridge 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Engaging Citizens in Sustainable Urban Development 3 

these gaps will be crucial in building resilient, citizen-centred cities that are 
both sustainable and equitable. 

Conceptual overview: Citizen participation in 
sustainable urban development 

Recently, researchers have increasingly focused on smart and sustainable urban 
development, with the aim of combining insights from more technologically ori-
ented smart city approaches and sustainable cities, emphasizing the economic, 
ecologic, and social sustainability of urban development (Bibri & Krogstie, 2017). 
While this emerging stream of research shows considerable promise in balancing 
between economic as well as sustainability interests in urban development, it does 
not yet adequately address the role of citizens in the development of smart and 
sustainable cities of the future. Indeed, while the role of technological develop-
ment and urban planning has been placed considerable emphasis, citizens have 
predominantly been considered as somewhat passive recipients of smart services 
(Hall et al., 2000; Marsal-Llacuna et al., 2015) instead of active participators – or 
even pilots of urban development. Consequently, our view on smart and sustain-
able urban development is that technology has an enabling role as it supports 
effciency and optimization. While technology is a key enabler of innovative and 
new smart and sustainable concepts, these concepts are – and increasingly should 
be – generated through combining the creative ideas and contributions of multiple 
individuals, that is, the citizens. 

To increase the rate of smart and sustainable city development across 
Nordic municipalities, policymakers and municipal actors need to thoroughly 
understand the barriers to participation facing different citizen groups. These 
barriers include, for example, a lack of effective tools for voicing citizens’ 
concerns. Planning of investments in infrastructure is frequently carried out 
in complex networks involving organizational actors as well as individual 
citizens (Ahola, 2018). Within such networks, the creation of economic, envi-
ronmental, as well as societal value is contingent upon the ability of multiple 
heterogeneous stakeholders to engage in a process of co-production – instead 
of a zero-sum game where each actor is only concerned by its own value 
outcomes (Ahola et al., 2017; Artto et al., 2016). The literature on investment 
projects has identifed several barrier factors that may lead to the de-coupling 
of citizens from relevant planning processes in societally signifcant invest-
ments, such as hospitals, schools, and other municipal infrastructure. These 
barriers relate, for example, to lack of technologies and processes supporting 
participation (Liu et al., 2019), interests of powerful actors such as the pro-
ject owner to control the goal-setting process (Fuentes et al., 2019), and lack 
of motivation of end-users, or certain end-user groups to participate (Wang 
et al., 2011). Earlier research has also shed light on the harmful effects of not 
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involving citizens in relevant urban development decision-making processes. 
For example, public infrastructure investments often fail to meet the demand 
estimates their funding decisions are based on (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003). In ad-
dition, public infrastructure has often been criticized for lacking the fexibility 
to respond to the changing needs of citizens (Gersonius et al., 2013). 

To overcome the risks and barriers to smart and sustainable urban develop-
ment, there also exist different mechanisms, supporting tools, and processes 
for engaging different citizen groups. A number of studies have identifed 
and discussed processes of citizen participation in smart and sustainable ur-
ban development (Lindkvist et al., 2019; Lovric & Lovric, 2018; Swapan & 
Shahidul, 2016). However, it is important to understand the effects from a 
multidimensional perspective. From a physical perspective, it is essential to 
understand how and to what extent citizens are currently engaged in the 
co-creation of new solutions for urban spaces that are accessible, equitable, 
and environmentally oriented. From a social point of view, there is an interest 
to understand how urban development may foster intra-group collaboration 
and social inclusion (Koohsari et al., 2013). The psychological perspective is 
central to understanding citizens at the levels of individuals, concentrating on 
their behaviour, perceptions, motivations, and abilities under stressful condi-
tions (e.g., awareness of the ongoing climate change) (Hauge et al., 2019). 
From an environmental standpoint, it can be expected that citizen participa-
tion processes differ regarding their ability to reduce the harmful environmen-
tal effects of urbanization. For example, ideas collected by citizens during the 
ideation phase of developing new infrastructure investments may have more 
potential for reducing CO2 emissions than ideas collected when infrastructure 
is already operational. From an economic perspective, there also exist differ-
ent mechanisms contributing to a community’s economic resilience and in-
dependence. In the Nordic context there exist multiple interesting examples 
of different mechanisms to increase the citizen participation in urban devel-
opment. For instance, Helsinki has piloted programmes in which they allow 
citizens, via an internet portal, to decide how a share of the municipal budget 
is allocated to development programmes. In Denmark, a current debate ad-
dresses whether the parliament should have a Citizens’ Assembly, modelled 
by the Citizens’ Assembly of Ireland (see https://citizensassembly.ie/). There 
also exist multiple other examples such as the initiatives by Lier community 
in Norway and Lappeenranta, Finland, which are examined in more detail in 
the upcoming chapters of this book. 

There is no doubt that citizen engagement is a key concern for citizens, 
municipal decision-makers, as well as elected politicians. However, this re-
quires clear understanding of the different citizen groups, their needs, capa-
bilities, and characteristics. Understanding these and the different barriers to 
participation creates a basis for the selection and tailoring of different mecha-
nisms for citizen participation. In other words, sustainable urban development 

https://citizensassembly.ie/


 

 

 
 
 
 

  

Engaging Citizens in Sustainable Urban Development 5 

FIGURE 1.1 Approaches for citizen participation in sustainable urban development 

Source: The authors. 

requires multidisciplinary approaches for building inclusive and resilient cit-
ies. Figure 1.1 summarizes the conceptual approach for citizen participation 
in sustainable urban development. 

Outline of the book 

This book combines 14 chapters from 34 authors representing multidiscipli-
nary research felds across the Nordics. Each of the chapters provides unique 
contributions to the discussion on citizen participation in sustainable urban 
development under the main themes: 

1 Citizen participation in project-based sustainable urban development 
2 Mechanisms for citizen engagement 
3 No-one left behind 
4 Conclusion: a framework for engagement from the Nordics. 

An overview of the chapters is provided in Table 1.1. 

Part I: Citizen participation in project-based 
sustainable urban development 

The four chapters in this part open the book by highlighting the key consid-
erations for sustainable urban development, which frequently take the form 
of project-based initiatives. These chapters explore the essential elements 



   

  
  

 

 
 

 

  
  

 
  

TABLE 1.1 Overview of the Book Chapters 

Chapter Authors Chapter title Country/case Sub-topic 

Part I: Citizen participation in project-based sustainable urban development 

2 Tuomas Ahola Public participation in urban 
Lauri Vuorinen development projects: A 
Maxim Miterev systematic cross-disciplinary literature 
Agnar Johansen review 
Ville Ojanen 

3 Susanna Hedborg Negotiating neighbourhoods? 
Balancing sustainability goals in 
urban development districts 

4 Vedran Zerjav Participation in urban regeneration 
Govert Valkenburg programmes: The case of Trondheim, 
Morten Gjerde Norway 

5 Matias Ståhle User engagement in public urban 
Lauri Vuorinen development projects 
Sebastian Toukola 

Part II: Mechanisms for citizen engagement 

6 Aashish Adhikari Effective digital citizen participation 
David Collins processes in urban development 
Agnar Johansen 
Alenka Temeljotov-Salaj 

7 Mikhail Ola Adisa SustHack – Hackathons as a model 
Shola Oyedeji of citizen participation in innovating 
Sian Lun Lau for sustainable urban development 
Tze Ying Sim 
Jari Porras 

Finland, Norway 

The case of Stockholm 
Royal Seaport, Sweden 

The case of Trondheim, 
Norway 

Finland 

The cases of Fjordbyen 
in Lier and Torskeholmen 
in Grimstad, Norway 

Finland 

Mechanisms of public 
participation in urban 
development projects 

Urban development 
organized through project 
ecology 

Citizen participation 
processes to urban 
development programmes 

User engagement across 
different project lifecycle 
phases 

Digital methods supporting 
citizen engagement 

Digital methods supporting 
citizen engagement 

6
 

C
itizen Particip

ation in Sustainable U
rban D

evelop
m

ent 

(Continued) 



 

 

 
 

 
 

  

 
  

 

 
 

 

 

  TABLE 1.1 (Continued) 

Chapter Authors Chapter title Country/case Sub-topic 

8 Pauliina Lehtonen Possibilities for democratic equality? The cases of Helsinki and Organizational resources 
Kaisa Kurkela Participatory budgeting as a Tampere, Finland and citizen engagement 
Anni Jäntti question of municipal resources methods 
Lotta-Maria Sinervo 

9 Jussi Valta Designing an energy community The cases of Tamarinden, Capabilities for citizen 
Emilene Leite operator: Capabilities for citizen Örebro, and Stockholm engagement 

engagement in Nordic case studies Royal Seaport, Sweden 
The cases of Hiedanranta, 

Tampere, and Hepokulta, 
Turku, Finland 

10 Mikko Värttö The development of democratic The case of Turku, Finland Involving politicians in 
Maija Jäske attitudes and civic virtues in a citizen participation 
Kaisa Herne deliberative mini-public initiatives 
Kimmo Grönlund 

Part III: No-one left behind 

11 Alexandrina Schmidt The dark side of mundane digitalisation: Denmark Tackling the challenges of 
The use of digital technologies in digital inequality 
social work with vulnerable clients 

12 Nina Tura Junior University – A collaborative The case of Junior Reaching out to decision-
Aino-Maria Hakamäki social innovation in education University, Finland makers of the future 

13 Coline Senior Play, plan, participate: Bridging The case of ByMaker, Reaching out to decision-
Alenka Temeljotov-Salaj education for sustainable Norway makers of the future 
Agnar Johansen development with children’s 
Ana Cepuran participation through gaming 

Part IV: Conclusion 

14 Tuomas Ahola A framework for engagement from Synthesis of the cases Concluding remarks 
Nina Tura the Nordics 
Ville Ojanen 
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8 Citizen Participation in Sustainable Urban Development 

that must be addressed to effectively engage citizens in urban sustainability 
projects, examining themes such as cross-disciplinary approaches to engage-
ment, balancing sustainability goals in neighbourhood development, citizen 
involvement in urban regeneration, and strategies for effective user engage-
ment in public projects. 

The chapter by Ahola, Vuorinen, Miterev, Johansen, and Ojanen, titled 
“Public participation in urban development projects: a systematic cross-
disciplinary literature review,” explores 16 different mechanisms for public 
participation in urban development projects. These mechanisms vary in 
initiating actors, project phases, citizen roles, and levels of participation. 
The study highlights the uneven application of these mechanisms, with most 
focused on the planning phase, and underscores the need for diverse, early, 
and inclusive strategies across all project stages. It also calls for tailored com-
munication, regulatory frameworks, capacity-building, and feedback mecha-
nisms to enhance citizen engagement and project outcomes. 

The chapter by Hedborg, “Negotiating neighbourhoods? Balancing 
sustainability goals in urban development districts,” focuses on the insight of 
project ecology of actors and discusses the role (or lack thereof) of citizens 
in the process of urban development. Hedborg examines how organizing 
through project ecology, defned as “interdependencies between projects and 
the particular frms, personal relations, localities and corporate networks from 
which these projects draw essential sources unfolds an organisational and 
physical space” (Grabher, 2002, p. 246), infuences sustainability outcomes 
in light of balancing different actors’ goals and decision-making processes. 
The chapter illustrates how project ecologies, driven by fnancially strong 
private developers, can reshape urban planning goals initially set by local 
governments, often prioritizing spatial practices over the lived experiences 
of citizens. While project ecology may incorporate diverse actors, it largely 
remains top-down, raising concerns about overlooking citizen interests in fa-
vour of powerful developers’ agendas. Hedborg especially calls for balancing 
control and fexibility between government entities, for-proft organizations, 
and citizens in sustainable urban development. 

The chapter by Zerjav, Valkenburg, and Gjerde, titled “Participation in 
urban regeneration programmes: The case of Trondheim, Norway,” moves 
the focus on urban regeneration programmes exploring the actors, aims, and 
arenas for participation processes. The authors analyse the urban regenera-
tion programme in Trondheim through the lenses of (a) the policy rationale 
with its intended outcomes and (b) the engagement and partnering structures 
and process for citizen participation. By extending the participation triangle 
(by Hofer & Kaufmann, 2023) to include the power-mediated interactions 
across and between the dimensions of participation and actors, they sum-
marize that the participation process may not be appropriate for every situ-
ation of urban regeneration intervention. Furthermore, to be effective, the 
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participation process should be consistently followed throughout the pro-
gramme lifecycle. 

Finally, Ståhle, Vuorinen, and Toukola, in their chapter “User engagement 
in public urban development projects,” increase the understanding of the 
variety of engagement practices for different users across urban development 
project lifecycles. By focusing on two publicly procured construction projects 
in Finland, the authors reveal different practices of user engagement, ways 
of communicating user needs, and how the user’s expectations and needs 
are considered within the project work. They reveal the differences between 
the intensity and nature of user engagement during different project lifecycle 
phases and conclude that instead of merely focusing on the front-end phases, 
signifcant value creation opportunities exist in engaging various stakeholders 
in the later stages of a project lifecycle. This highlights the importance of con-
sidering citizen engagement beyond the planning phases of urban develop-
ment projects, meaning that active collaboration is required, and signifcant 
resources should be reserved for user engagement processes throughout the 
process. 

Part II: Mechanisms for citizen engagement 

This part showcases a range of approaches for involving citizens in sustaina-
ble urban development, including both traditional and digitally enabled tools 
and processes. The chapters explore diverse mechanisms such as digital par-
ticipation platforms, sustainability-focused hackathons, participatory budget-
ing, and the design of energy community operators, each offering unique 
pathways to engage citizens in meaningful ways. The authors highlight that 
the choice of methods depends not only on the goals of engagement but also 
on the availability of municipal resources, organizational capabilities, and 
support for democratic practices like deliberative mini-publics, which foster 
civic virtues and democratic attitudes. Together, these chapters underscore 
how tailored, resource-sensitive strategies can enhance citizen involvement 
in shaping sustainable urban development. 

Adhikari, Collins, Johansen, and Temeljotov-Salaj concentrate on digital 
citizen participation in their chapter titled “Effective digital citizen participa-
tion processes in urban development.” They explore the effective participa-
tion of diverse citizen groups in urban development projects through the 
utilization of evolving information and communication technologies. If used 
properly, these methods can increase the fexibility in citizen participation 
and drive effective and meaningful involvement. By examining the Norwe-
gian cases of Fjordbyen in Lier and Torskeholmen in Grimstad, they empha-
size the need for tailored solutions of digital citizen participation processes 
to ensure they match each urban development project’s specifc needs and 
contexts. 
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Adisa, Lau, Sim, and Porras in their chapter “SustHack – Hackathons as 
a model of citizen participation in innovating for sustainable urban develop-
ment” emphasize the importance of involving diverse stakeholders in inno-
vation for sustainable urban development. This approach requires balancing 
both top-down and bottom-up perspectives while also considering techno-
logical advancements. The chapter examines how the sustainability-focused 
hackathon (SustHack) can be used as a tool to engage citizens into ideation 
and prototype evaluation processes, bringing them together with city plan-
ners, researchers, and ICT enthusiasts around shared development goals. 
The SustHack model emphasizes citizen participation, empowering partici-
pants to become change agents who raise awareness about sustainable ac-
tions across the municipalities. It aims to foster inclusivity by creating spaces 
where citizens, researchers, and businesses can contribute their voices and 
resources to community-benefting projects and initiatives. 

In their chapter, “Possibilities for democratic equality? Participatory budg-
eting as a question of municipal resources,” Lehtonen, Kurkela, Jäntti, and 
Sinervo focus on participatory budgeting as a specifc mechanism for citizen 
involvement. Through two case studies in Finland, the authors emphasize 
the essential role of fnancial, human, knowledge-based, technological, and 
material resources in successfully implementing this approach. While partici-
patory budgeting is seen as valuable for enhancing democracy and promoting 
social sustainability, the authors point out that municipalities vary in their ca-
pacity to provide equal participation opportunities for all citizens. This chap-
ter underscores the importance of organizational resources as critical factors 
enabling or limiting democratic equality and social sustainability, highlight-
ing how municipal resources are closely tied to the feasibility of implement-
ing participatory budgeting and other democratic innovations. 

In their chapter, titled “Designing an energy community operator: Capabil-
ities for citizen engagement in Nordic case studies,” Valta and Leite examine 
four Nordic cases to demonstrate the challenges of integrating citizens into 
sustainable urban development in the context of creating energy communi-
ties. They emphasize the role that cities and municipalities play in promoting 
sustainable development, particularly in the energy sector, where citizen sup-
port is essential for infrastructure investments. Drawing on the case studies, 
the authors outline key capabilities and activities necessary for developing 
energy communities, covering political, fnancing, business models, regula-
tions, technology, and social dynamics. Their main conclusion is that citizen 
participation and behavioural change mechanisms are effective only if the 
operator can develop viable models and align the interests of involved actors. 

In their chapter, “The development of democratic attitudes and civic virtues 
in a deliberative mini-public,” Värttö, Jäske, Herne, and Grönlund explore the 
impact of involving politicians in citizen participation initiatives. Their study 
examines the effects of the Turku deliberative mini-public, a tool that aims to 
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enhance refection and will formation in democratic decision-making. The 
fndings indicate that deliberation can positively infuence political effcacy 
and that including politicians in mini-public deliberations does not negatively 
affect the development of civic virtues. Based on the fndings, the authors 
offer recommendations for organizing deliberative mini-publics to enhance 
citizen participation in sustainable urban development. 

Part III: No-one left behind 

This part shifts the focus to the importance of addressing the unique needs 
of vulnerable groups within sustainable urban development. In addition, this 
section culminates in insights on empowering future decision-makers – children 
and youth – by equipping them with tools and opportunities to actively par-
ticipate in shaping sustainable urban development. Together, these chapters 
emphasize the need for inclusive strategies that ensure all voices are heard in 
the journey towards sustainable urban development. 

By starting with the insights of more vulnerable groups of citizens, Schmidt, 
in her chapter, “The dark side of mundane digitalisation: The use of digital 
technologies in social work with vulnerable clients,” concentrates on the chal-
lenges and opportunities of digitalization for the participation of such citizen 
groups. These are examined through the everyday dynamics of social work 
and the welfare encounter, which include the use of mundane technologies, 
i.e., the technologies well-integrated into the daily practices refecting every-
day life and tend to be unnoticed (Greenwood & Cox, 2023; Michael, 2003). 
The fndings implicate that the digitalization of public services can provide 
social workers with new strategic options, but everyday digitalization car-
ries a hidden complexity due to its mundane, often unnoticed nature, which 
is frequently overshadowed by more exciting technological advancements. 
These fndings highlight a need to tailor methods and technologies to be used 
in citizen participation to ensure that the needs and requirements of those 
more vulnerable citizen groups will be considered, and no-one is left behind. 

Finally, the last two chapters of this part focus on the decision-makers of the 
future, i.e., the children and the youth. In their chapter “Junior University – A 
collaborative social innovation in education,” Tura and Hakamäki delve into 
the possibilities of educating the decision-makers of the future and building 
the skills and knowledge for enhancing the sustainable development by inno-
vating the educational landscape. By examining Junior University case, they 
identify the key success factors and challenges that emerged during the devel-
opment and implementation of this social innovation in education. Shedding 
light on these insights is valuable for addressing critical aspects in developing 
similar initiatives. The chapter enhances understanding of citizen participa-
tion in sustainable urban development by illustrating how social innova-
tion can help bridge socioeconomic gaps in higher education and science 
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engagement, fostering positive, bottom-up change. The authors emphasize 
that engaging young people and providing them with equal opportunities 
to build essential skills for sustainability will empower future generations to 
actively participate and make a meaningful impact. 

The chapter by Senior, Temeljotov-Salaj, Johansen, and Cepuran titled 
“Play, plan, participate: Bridging education for sustainable development with 
children participation through gaming” explores how to actively involve 
young people in sustainable urban planning. It emphasizes design princi-
ples for creating gamifed learning environments that encourage children’s 
participation in sustainable urban development, using the ByMaker game 
prototype as an example. This game is a practical tool for educators to teach 
sustainability topics in a way that connects classroom lessons to real-world 
urban challenges, helping children understand how their choices can affect 
their communities. The authors highlight the potential for engaging children 
in sustainable urban development through gaming while also acknowledging 
the limitations of these approaches, which must be addressed to enhance 
meaningful participation. 

Part IV: Conclusion 

The fnal part and chapter, authored by Ahola, Tura, and Ojanen, presents 
the “A framework for engagement from the Nordics” drawing on insights 
from the chapters of this book as well as NordForsk-funded research project 
Citizens as Pilots of Smart Cities (2020–2024). This framework synthesizes 
key insights of this entire book into six different perspectives as well as offers 
conclusions that jointly constitute a roadmap for fostering effective and inclu-
sive participation in ongoing and future efforts for shaping our cities towards 
a smarter and more sustainable tomorrow. 

Conclusions 

This book invites the readers on the journey through the dynamic and multi-
faceted realm of citizen participation in sustainable urban development. From 
foundational considerations in project-based approaches to the exploration 
of innovative tools and mechanisms for engagement, each chapter builds a 
deeper understanding of how citizens can play an integrative role in shap-
ing urban environments. By combining theoretical advancements, real-world 
experiences, and practical insights, the book highlights the challenges and 
opportunities of designing inclusive, effective, and transformative participa-
tion processes. 

A conceptual approach of citizen participation in sustainable urban de-
velopment, introduced in this chapter, emphasizes the tailor-made nature of 
participation mechanisms, shaped by factors such as context, citizen groups, 
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enablers, barriers, and the need for a multidisciplinary or preferably cross-
disciplinary perspective. It highlights how these mechanisms can not only 
adapt to diverse situations but also mitigate risks and challenges associated 
with citizen engagement. 

The chapters are organized to showcase the interconnectedness of policy, 
innovation, and social responsibility, emphasizing the balance of diverse 
stakeholder interests while ensuring no voice is left unheard. The book cul-
minates with a forward-looking perspective, addressing how empowering 
vulnerable groups and educating future generations can catalyse a culture of 
participation in urban sustainability development. Readers are encouraged 
to delve into each chapter to uncover strategies, lessons, and inspirations 
that not only enhance understanding but also empower action. Through these 
discussions, the book offers valuable lessons for policymakers, practitioners, 
researchers, and engaged citizens alike, providing inspiration for building 
more inclusive and sustainable urban futures – one participatory initiative at 
a time. 
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2 
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN URBAN 
DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS 

A systematic cross-disciplinary literature review 

Tuomas Ahola, Lauri Vuorinen, Maxim Miterev, 
Agnar Johansen and Ville Ojanen 

Introduction 

To a considerable extent, cities are developed through urban development 
projects (UDPs), one-of-a-kind undertakings that seek to build and improve 
urban infrastructure and to develop the resources, such as information systems, 
that facilitate its use. This study rests on the premise that individual members 
of the public (i.e. citizens) may possess knowledge that can support the man-
agement of UDPs and their deliverables throughout their life cycles, which 
for urban infrastructure typically span years and often span decades (Leite, 
2022). For instance, in a project’s front-end phase, during which alternative 
investment options are conceptualised and evaluated, individual citizens may 
possess an in-depth understanding of their needs and urban surroundings and 
frequently have ideas for projects that, if realised, would provide value for 
them (Letaifa, 2015). 

But how—and to what extent—are the views and insights of individual 
citizens currently being taken into consideration when UDPs are being 
conceptualised, planned, implemented and ultimately used? In the pro-
ject studies discipline, the stream of research on stakeholder engagement 
has highlighted the importance of creating value for all of a project’s 
stakeholders, including individual citizens (Eskerod & Huemann, 2014; 
Leite, 2022). Moreover, this research stream has acknowledged the im-
portance of actively engaging stakeholders, that is, inviting diverse stake-
holders to collaborate in the design and implementation of projects 
(Lehtinen et al., 2019; Lehtinen & Aaltonen, 2020). However, with only a 
few exceptions, such as studies of the perspectives of local communities 
(Cuganesan & Floris, 2020; Di Maddaloni & Davis, 2017; De Crescenzo 
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18 Citizen Participation in Sustainable Urban Development 

et al., 2021), such research has focused on organisational stakeholders or 
powerful individual decision-makers instead of individual citizens (Chow 
& Leiringer, 2020). 

The limited focus of the earlier discussion may be insuffcient as public 
participation and citizen participation are central research themes in several 
academic disciplines such as public administration (Berntzen & Johannessen, 
2016), transportation planning (e.g. Majumdar, 2017), sociology (e.g. 
Adamson, 2010) and health care (e.g. Chandra et al., 2016). Such research is 
likely to shed light on the nature of various mechanisms of citizen participa-
tion, that is, mechanisms for involving individual citizens in project-related 
decision-making. Accordingly, the aim of this chapter is to answer the following 
research question: 

RQ: How do citizens participate in urban development projects throughout 
their life cycles? 

We answer our research question by means of a systematic cross-disciplinary 
literature review that reveals and describes 16 mechanisms of citizen 
participation. 

Literature 

The extant literature has defned UDPs as ‘focused efforts to improve and/ 
or rehabilitate urban neighbourhoods through the (re)construction of hous-
ing, commercial real estate and/or public works’ (Janssen-Jansen & van der 
Veen, 2017, p. 207). In this study, we approach urban development from 
a project-based perspective, conceptualising UDPs broadly as multistake-
holder projects that impact the physical, economic or social environment 
in urban settings. This view encompasses the conceptualisation, design, 
planning, implementation and more effective utilisation of buildings and 
other infrastructure, such as transportation systems, recreational areas, infor-
mation systems and cultural events. Further, we cover the entire UDP life 
cycle, spanning the project front-end phase and the operations phase. 

There is a large and well-established body of research in the interdiscipli-
nary feld of public participation which has been discussed in the following 
contexts: 

• research activities (e.g. Riesch et al., 2013) 
• resource management, including the management of forests (e.g. Busscher 

et al., 2018), national parks (e.g. Gandiwa et al., 2013) and wetlands (e.g. 
Slootweg, 2018) 

• educational programmes (e.g. Corrie, 2013) 
• political processes (e.g. Copus, 2003) 
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The interdisciplinary feld of public participation has highlighted various 
forms of participation and evaluated their extent and depth. Typologies of 
public participation distinguish among passive participation (e.g. receiving 
project information), interactive participation (e.g. workshops) and active par-
ticipation (citizen-led participation) (Chi et al., 2014) as well as Arnstein’s 
ladder of citizen participation (Arnstein, 1969). Moreover, in the cognate 
stream of research on user involvement in product development, the lateral 
dimension (depth of user involvement) is complemented by the longitudinal 
dimension (points of interaction during the design life cycle) (Kaulio, 1998). 

Method 

Our study is based on a systematic interdisciplinary review of literature on 
citizen participation in UDPs. Because the extensive literature on citizen 
participation and public engagement is distributed across a number of dis-
tinct research felds, a systematic literature review (SLR) is justifed. SLRs 
enable a minimisation of bias, because the identifcation and analysis of 
academic contributions occur in a transparent and reproducible manner 
(Tranfeld et al., 2003). Further, SLRs enable the identifcation of key concepts 
and themes as well as their relationships (Rousseau et al., 2008). Figure 2.1 

FIGURE 2.1 Method 

Source: Authors. 
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provides an overview of our method, which is discussed in detail in the 
following sections. 

Identifcation of articles 

To identify relevant articles, we frst carried out keyword-based searches us-
ing the Scopus database. Indexing more than 28,000 titles, Scopus is widely 
regarded as a leading platform for accessing scientifc research. Our intent 
was to identify all articles in the database that met the following criteria: 

• discussion of one or several mechanisms of citizen participation 
• discussion of one or several UDPs 
• English-language article 

Because the term ‘citizen participation’ has several synonyms (or terms with 
at least strongly overlapping meanings), such as ‘public participation’, ‘citizen 
involvement’, ‘public involvement’ and ‘citizen engagement’, we carried out 
several searches and downloaded the titles, keywords and abstracts of all the 
articles that appeared in the search results. Moreover, because the concept 
of UDP is not established across all scientifc disciplines, we employed the 
semantically broader keyword ‘project’ in the frst step to ensure that we 
did not overlook papers discussing relevant UDPs under a different name. 
To ensure maximum coverage in terms of time and academic disciplines, no 
limitations were set regarding publication year, discipline or journal. 

Categorisation of the articles based on title, keywords and abstract 

Following the removal of duplicate articles and articles without author de-
tails, we read the title, keywords and abstract of each of the 1,512 articles. 
The purpose of this step was to exclude articles that were not relevant to our 
study. We relied on the following exclusion criteria: 

• The article does not discuss one or more UDPs. 
• The article does not focus on citizen participation. 

First, four of the authors independently categorised into two groups— 
‘potentially relevant’ and ‘not relevant’—a set of 100 articles drawn from 
total set of 1,512 articles. The results of the categorisation efforts were 
shared, and a meeting was held to discuss the results and develop a joint 
understanding of how the exclusion criteria should be utilised. Following 
this meeting, the entire set of 1,512 articles was categorised. During this 
phase, 1,303 articles, clearly the majority of the 1,512 articles, were 
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categorised as not relevant. The main reasons for categorising an article as 
not relevant were as follows: 

• The article focused on a national or regional development project, or a 
project carried out in a rural context, instead of a UDP. 

• The article discussed gradual efforts to improve ongoing municipal pro-
cesses, and no UDP could be clearly identifed. 

• The article discussed participation mechanisms in a highly abstract way 
(e.g. as a pillar of democracy) and with no link to a specifc UDP. 

In the 209 cases in which the article’s status was unclear, it was categorised 
as potentially relevant and processed as described in the following section. 

Manual coding of articles 

Results 

In this section, we present brief descriptive analyses of our sample and then 
discuss the characteristics of UDPs and the participation mechanisms identi-
fed in the articles. 

Descriptive analyses 

Figure 2.2 illustrates the number of publications per year, starting in 
1994, the publication year of the oldest article in our final sample, and 
ending in 2020. A clear upward trend in the number of articles pub-
lished annually is evident, indicating increasing scholarly interest in the 
phenomenon. 

The authors read and manually coded all 209 articles categorised as poten-
tially relevant. We coded both the predetermined variables and the codes 
that we iteratively developed during the coding process. The purpose of the 
predetermined codes was to provide a high-level overview of the descriptive 
characteristics of UDPs discussed in the sample articles, the citizen-partici-
pation mechanisms used and the UDP outcomes. The iteratively developed 
codes enriched our understanding of the nature of each participation mecha-
nism and its use throughout the project life cycle. The predetermined vari-
ables included (1) country context, (2) type of UDP (transportation, city-area 
or building development, infrastructure, culture, recreation, IT and other),  
(3) citizen groups involved and (4) name of citizen-participation mechanism. 
We arrived at a detailed understanding of the citizen-participation mecha-
nisms through an in-depth qualitative content analysis of the body text of 
each of the 75 articles.
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FIGURE 2.2 Publications per year based on the fnal sample 

Source: Authors. 

Participation mechanisms in urban development projects 

In this section, the mechanisms of public participation in UDPs discussed 
by the articles are introduced and described in regard to the actor utilising 
the mechanism, the frequency of occurrence, the typical project-life-cycle 
phases, the role of citizens and the depth of participation. Table 2.1 sum-
marises the 16 participation mechanisms, and the individual mechanisms are 
discussed in more detail directly below. 

Mechanisms utilised predominantly by the project organisation 

Public events are participation mechanisms for medium or large groups of 
people (~50+ people). Public events took place under various names, such 
as public, local, open, information and community meetings (e.g. Alter et al., 
2008; Bailey et al., 2007; Bakht & El-Diraby, 2014; Cuppen et al., 2012), pub-
lic hearings (Barnes & Langworthy, 2004; Hillier, 2018; Keever et al., 1999) 
and various events and engagement sessions (Goodman et al., 2020). An im-
portant detail of these participation mechanisms is that the law often requires 
them (especially public hearings for large projects; Barnes & Langworthy, 
2004; Hillier, 2018; Keever et al., 1999). Public events typically took place 
in the project-planning phase, and to a lesser extent, they took place during 
the front-end phase. In their typical form, public events resembled Arnstein’s 
concept of informing. In Arnstein’s typology, examples of this position are 
‘informing citizens about an action plan’ (Li & de Jong, 2017) and public 



 

  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

TABLE 2.1 Summary of Mechanisms of Participation in Urban Development Projects 

Mechanism Description Number of Typical project-life- Citizens’ role in UDPs Typical depth 
discussions of cycle phase(s) of participation 
the use of a (according to 
mechanism in Arnstein, 1969) 
articles 

Mechanisms utilised predominantly by the project organisation 

Public events Project-related discussions 57 
or presentations take place 
before medium-to-large 
audiences (~50+ people; 
e.g. public hearings). 

Workshops and The project and citizens 54 
focus groups work together in small-to-

medium groups (~5–15 
people) in preplanned 
collaborative sessions. 

Written Written information 31 
communication regarding project details 

is actively shared with 
targeted citizen groups. 

Surveys and The opinions of larger 21 
polling numbers of citizens are 

systematically collected 
(e.g. via surveys). 

Primarily planning, 
also front end 

Primarily planning, 
also front end 

Primarily 
planning, also 
implementation 

Avenues for citizens to receive 
information on the project and 
often also to provide their 
views on project plans, project 
design etc. 

Citizens provide their views on 
project plans, project design 
etc. Citizens may also suggest 
novel design ideas or scope 
changes. 

Citizens are recipients of 
information 

Primarily planning, 
also front end 

Citizens provide their views 
on project plans, project 
design etc. 

Informing, 
consultation 

Consultation 

Informing 

Consultation 

(Continued) 
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TABLE 2.1 (Continued) 

Mechanism Description Number of Typical Citizens’ role in UDPs Typical depth 
discussions project-life-cycle of participation 
of the use of phase(s) (according to 
a mechanism Arnstein, 1969) 
in articles 

Assigning 
formal roles 
to individuals 

Personal 
engagement 

Physical 
contact point 

Feature 
demonstrations 

Individual citizens are 15 Planning and front Citizens’ offcial representation 
assigned specifc end in the project. Representatives 
roles in the project may also have decision-making 
organisation. power on project plans. 

Efforts to engage citizens 13 Primarily planning, Infuential citizens, such as 
individually, such as also front end and opinion leaders, local residents 
through visits and implementation and experts, provide their 
interviews. views on project plans, project 

design etc. 
Project establishes a 10 Primarily planning, Citizens are recipients of project 

physical offce (or site) also front end and information; moreover, they 
that citizens can visit to implementation may provide feedback on the 
acquire information and project (e.g. project plans or 
provide feedback. scope). 

Project features, alternatives 10 Primarily planning, Citizens are recipients of project 
or plans are publicly also front end and information; moreover, they 
demonstrated over a implementation may provide feedback on 
limited time period (e.g. the project (e.g. design 
prototypes and pilots). alternatives). 

Placation, 
partnership, 
consultation, 
manipulation 

Consultation 

Informing, 
consultation 

Informing, 
consultation 
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TABLE 2.1 (Continued) 

Visual-design Tools that support visual 8 Planning 
tools presentation of project 

plans and design options 
are used. 

Project hotline Citizens may contact 8 Primarily 
the project offce via planning, also 
a dedicated telephone implementation 
number. 

Mechanisms utilised by both the project organisation and citizens 

Online presence Online platforms, such as 19 Primarily planning, 
websites and social media, also front end 
are used for engagement. 

Mass media Information about the 19 Primarily 
project is distributed to a planning, also 
broad audience. implementation 

Citizens contribute new ideas by 
refning existing designs. 

Citizens are recipients of 
project information; moreover 
they may provide feedback on 
the project. 

Citizens may be recipients of 
project information, active 
contributors of project ideas 
or opponents of the project. 

Citizens may be recipients of 
information about the project 
and its intended benefts or 
may focus media attention on 
project shortcomings. 

Informing, 
consultation 

Informing, 
consultation 

Informing, 
consultation 

Informing 

(Continued) 
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Mechanism Description Number of 
discussions of 
the use of a 
mechanism in 
articles

Typical project-life-
cycle phase(s)

Citizens’ role in UDPs Typical depth 
of participation 
(according to 
Arnstein, 1969)



 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

 

TABLE 2.1 (Continued) 

Mechanism Description Number of Typical project-life- Citizens’ role in UDPs Typical depth 
discussions of cycle phase(s) of participation 
the use of a (according to 
mechanism in Arnstein, 1969) 
articles 

Engagement A specifc organisation is 18 Primarily planning, Dedicated organisations may Placation, 
through used or established to also front end either support or oppose the consultation 
dedicated support and promote project. 
organisations public participation. 

Mechanisms utilised predominantly by citizens 

Protests Visible protests are 13 Primarily planning, Citizens’ protests aim to direct N/A 
organised to hinder or also front end the attention of media and 
stop the progress of the other stakeholders to negative 
entire project or certain aspects of the project, 
aspects of it. hindering its progress. 

Formal petitions Citizens make formal (often 12 Primarily planning Legal process may result in N/A 
and change juridical) demands to forced changes to the project 
demands change the project scope scope or in abandonment of 

or stop it altogether. the project in its entirety. 
Repeated claims may also 
attract media attention. 

Mobilising Additional resources or 9 Primarily By linking resources, citizens’ N/A 
resources powerful individuals for planning, also power to infuence the project 

supporting or opposing implementation increases. This power can be 
the project are linked. used to support or oppose the 

project. 
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meetings that resemble ‘information meetings’ (Lidskog & Soneryd, 2000). 
In some cases, the depth of participation in public events reached consulta-
tion as well (e.g. ‘soliciting feedback’; Goodman et al., 2020). However, the 
depth of consultation provided by citizens has often been considered highly 
symbolic or limited by citizens’ lack of expertise. 

Like public events, workshops and focus groups target groups of people. 
In contrast with public events, however, the participant groups are relatively 
small (~5–15 people). In workshops and focus groups, the participants discuss 
a project in a preplanned and collaborative manner. Agenda items included 
identifcation of project-related challenges (Alter et al., 2008) and prioritisa-
tion of project-design options (Goodman et al., 2020). All three of these items 
aligned with the concept of consultation in Arnstein’s typology. However, in 
some cases, the infuence of citizens has been considered very low and, thus, 
the depth of participation is limited to informing only. Most often, these kinds 
of sessions took place in the project-planning phase, although in some cases 
they were positioned in the front-end phase as well. 

Written communication is a participation mechanism in which project 
information is shared via various channels. These channels include leafets 
(Blakeley & Evans, 2010), letters (Casello et al., 2015) and emails, mailing 
lists and newsletters (Fontaine, 2008; Meyer et al., 2001). Regarding the 
depth of participation, written communication exemplifed Arnstein’s con-
cept of informing. 

Surveys and polling enable the systematic collection of citizens’ opin-
ions, views or expectations. Surveys and polling usually took place in the 
project-planning phase and sometimes also in the front-end phase. Surveys 
and polling included polls about citizens’ priorities for project objectives in 
a transportation project (Grossardt et al., 2019) and surveys about residents’ 
opinions of competing project-design alternatives for a bridge project in Hong 
Kong (Hooton et al., 2011). Illustrating that several participation mechanisms 
can be combined, a poll was used to confrm or verify the results of earlier 
rounds of public participation in a transportation project in China (Chen & 
Mehndiratta, 2007). On Arnstein’s ladder, this category of participation mech-
anisms exemplifed the rung of consultation; on this rung, there is clear two-
way communication between the project and citizens, but citizens’ infuence 
and decision-making power are typically quite limited. 

The ffth participation mechanism in this group is assigning formal roles 
to individuals. This relates to citizens’ representation in parties such as a 
project’s advisory committee or steering group (e.g. Cuppen et al., 2012) or 
to the establishment of similar parties representing citizens (e.g. a citizens’ 
task force or a residents’ steering group; Blakeley & Evans, 2010). Assigning 
formal roles to individuals typically occurred in the project-planning and 
front-end phases. Regarding depth of participation, this participation mecha-
nism exhibited both placation and partnership. Regarding partnership, in the 
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groups with citizen representatives, there were some cases of ‘real’ decision-
making power in UDPs (e.g. Meyer et al., 2001). However, in other cases, the 
citizens’ representation was considered more symbolic and their decision-
making power signifcantly more limited. In the most extreme case, citizens 
expressed concerns about not being heard and even ‘unfair play’, which 
refected Arnstein’s concept of manipulation. 

Personal engagement includes various approaches to engaging individ-
ual citizens or specifc citizen groups. These approaches include interviews 
(Alter et al., 2008; Chen & Mehndiratta, 2007) and various forms of visitation 
and outreach (Alavijeh & Ahmadi, 2018; Bakht & El-Diraby, 2014; Casello 
et al., 2015). The empirical examples of personal engagement were especially 
prominent in the project-planning phase, but they also occurred in the front-
end and implementation phases. An important characteristic of this participa-
tion mechanism is a tailored approach to specifc citizen groups; studies have 
discussed personal visits to business owners (Casello et al., 2015) and individ-
ual interviews of disadvantaged citizen groups (Chen & Mehndiratta, 2007). 
With respect to Arnstein’s typology, this participation mechanism typically 
refected the rung of consultation. This was indicated, for example, by the 
two-way communication between the project and citizens in interviews. 

Physical contact points are physical locations where a UDP is presented or 
project information is shared. These physical locations include open houses 
(Bakht & El-Diraby, 2014), booths or kiosks at events (Bakht & El-Diraby, 
2014; Liu et al., 2015) and information stations or centres (Goodman et al., 
2020; Prevost, 2006). Most empirical cases of this participation mechanism 
were associated with the planning phase, but they appeared in the front-end 
and implementation phases as well. Typically, the depth of participation was 
limited to informing, but it demonstrated some potential for consultation as 
well. 

Much like physical contact points, feature demonstrations involve situ-
ations in which a project is showcased or in which a project, project plans 
or project-design alternatives are demonstrated to the public. Again, most of 
the empirical examples appeared in the project-planning phase, but some 
appeared in the front-end and implementation phases as well. Two empirical 
examples were full-scale and miniature models of new houses (Mota, 2019) 
and a ‘preview park’ constructed by a city to market and demonstrate a pro-
ject for designing and building a new park on the site of a former marine air 
base (Garde, 2014). Importantly, in both cases, visitors’ insights affected the 
project design or project plans. Thus, this participation mechanism had the 
potential for consultation in addition to mere informing. 

UDPs are often large and complex and therefore require the visualisation 
of elements like project scope (e.g. size), appearance or position in the land-
scape. Visual design tools can provide valuable insights for local stakeholders 
with little or no technical background. The great majority of empirical cases 
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utilising visual design tools for citizen participation occurred in the project-
planning phase. Examples were aerial photographs (Anderson et al., 1994), 
visual prototyping tools (Noyman et al., 2017) and augmented reality systems 
(Simonofski et al., 2017). With respect to Arnstein’s ladder, visual design tools 
seemed to correspond to the rung of informing, but they included elements 
of consultation as well. 

The fnal participation mechanism in this category is project hotlines. Pro-
ject hotlines are channels that enable citizens to contact the project (e.g. a 
project offce or project coordinator) and ask questions, receive information 
or provide feedback, for example. Typically, the channel of communication 
between citizens and a UDP is the telephone. Most of the empirical evidence 
was associated with the project-planning phase, but some cases were as-
sociated with the implementation phase as well (Li & de Jong, 2017; Talvitie 
& Pearson, 1997, p. 750). Regarding depth of participation, project hotlines 
mainly refect the rung of informing. However, there was some evidence of 
the use of project hotlines to collect citizens’ feedback or learn about their 
preferences (e.g. Meyer et al., 2001), demonstrating hotlines’ potential for 
consultation. 

Mechanisms utilised by both the project organisation and citizens 

Online presence is citizen participation that takes place in various online 
settings. The two main categories of this type of participation are project web-
sites (e.g. Meyer et al., 2001; Petts, 2006) and presence or activity on social 
media (e.g. Casello et al., 2015; Tsuladze et al., 2018). Although we identifed 
more empirical examples of this mechanism being utilised by the projects, 
there were a few cases of initiation from the citizens as well. An example 
of the latter was nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) supporting public 
transportation projects on social media (Casello et al., 2015). Regarding the 
project life cycle, most online presence was associated with the project-
planning and front-end phases. Regarding depth of participation, online pres-
ence most often refected Arnstein’s concept of informing. However, elements 
of consultation were evident in some cases (e.g. comments received from 
citizens online; Garde, 2014). 

The second participation mechanism in this category is mass media. 
Through this mechanism, project organisations or citizen groups utilise a 
broad range of media channels to share information, seek infuence or af-
fect opinions or preferences. Typical examples of media channels were 
open letters (e.g. De Mello Lemos & Luna, 1999), and television or radio 
(e.g. de la Motte, 2007; Keever et al., 1999). Most uses of mass media oc-
curred in the project-planning phase, and it was used to a lesser extent in the 
project-implementation phase. In the typology of Arnstein, these uses of mass 
media exemplifed the concept of informing. 
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Engagement through dedicated organisations is a participation mecha-
nism in which a dedicated organisation is established or utilised to promote 
public participation. These kinds of organisations have numerous titles, 
including citizen task forces (Barnes & Langworthy, 2004), committees and 
expert panels (Casello et al., 2015) and advisory committees (Goodman 
et al., 2020). As these names suggest, this participation mechanism clearly 
resembles the mechanism of assigning formal roles to individuals, discussed 
above. Empirical examples of the mechanism were especially prominent in 
the planning phase, but it was used to a lesser extent in the front-end phase 
as well. This participation mechanism was utilised by both the project and 
the citizen sides of UDPs. For example, in the front-end phase of a smart-city 
development project in Canada, an advisory committee was set up by the 
region of Waterloo (i.e. the project initiator) to promote public participation 
in designing the project (Goodman et al., 2020). In another case, a local 
NGO had the role of ‘the offcial body of the extended citizen participation’ 
in the redevelopment of an old military site in Freiburg, Germany (Bagaeen, 
2006). Most often, the depth of participation in this mechanism was at the 
level of consultation. However, there was some evidence of the potential for 
placation as well; for instance, a community advisory group evaluated pro-
ject alternatives and provided a recommendation for the county in a facility-
development project in Seattle, Washington, USA (van der Vieren et al., 2011). 

Mechanisms utilised predominantly by citizens 

The participation mechanism of protests is active opposition initiated by 
citizens. Specifcally, citizens actively oppose or resist a project, certain ele-
ments of its scope or how it is managed. This participation mechanism was 
most evident in the project-planning phase, although some cases occurred 
in the front-end phase as well. The papers discussed cases of both successful 
and unsuccessful protests. In a discussion of the former, de la Motte (2007) 
presented a case of water-supply and wastewater treatment in which the local 
councillors’ protests forced a private company to arrange public consultations 
and discuss project plans more openly. Finally, even the Ministry of Internal 
Affairs intervened to change the initial privatisation proposal. 

Like protests, formal petitions and change demands is a participation 
mechanism through which citizens seek to infuence UDPs or the opinions of 
project stakeholders. Typical channels through which this kind of infuence 
is sought include petitions (e.g. Barnes & Langworthy, 2004; Cuganesan & 
Floris, 2020) and appeals (e.g. Lidskog & Soneryd, 2000). A characteristic 
of this mechanism is unidirectional communication; that is, the purpose of 
statements is primarily infuencing others instead of generating discourse be-
tween parties. As with protests, we identifed both successful and unsuccess-
ful attempts to gain infuence with this participation mechanism. Examples 
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included the mayor not responding to letters from trade unions (de la Motte, 
2007) and the abandonment of a UDP after ferce public opposition (Rubin & 
Carbajal-Quintas, 1995). 

Mobilising resources consists of various approaches to gaining access to 
additional resources to support or oppose projects or to increase power or 
infuence, for example. An empirical example of project support was a case in 
which project proponents (public offcials) mobilised large groups of Colonia 
residents to show support for the project at a project-certifcation meeting 
(De Mello Lemos & Luna, 1999). Exemplifying more critical viewpoints, 
local residents formed activist groups to advocate for a certain project de-
sign in a transportation project in the USA (Barnes & Langworthy, 2004), and 
coalitions of local residents organised to oppose a road-infrastructure project 
in Australia (Cuganesan & Floris, 2020). Again, most instances of mobilising 
resources occurred in the project-planning phase, and they occurred to a 
lesser extent in the project-implementation phase. 

Use of participation mechanisms across the project life cycle 

Our analysis revealed that mechanisms of citizen participation were most 
frequently utilised during the project-planning phase. More specifcally, of 
the 320 specifc uses identifed in our source articles, 197 (62%) occurred 
during the planning phase. With 72 identifed uses of participation mecha-
nisms, the front-end phase ranked second among life-cycle phases in terms of 
citizen involvement in UDPs. We identifed a total of 44 uses of participation 
mechanisms during the project-implementation phase and the use of citizen-
participation mechanisms during the project operations phase was extremely 
scarce; only seven occurrences (2% of all occurrences) were associated with 
this phase. 

Discussion 

As the main result of our literature-based study, we identify and scrutinise 
16 mechanisms of citizen participation. The resulting framework and the 
descriptions of the 16 mechanisms provide a comprehensive summary of 
various approaches through which public participation in UDPs is enabled, 
supported or pursued. The few recent studies of stakeholder engagement in 
projects have typically prioritised the viewpoint of the focal frm by discussing 
stakeholder engagement at the level of organising such engagement (Lehtinen 
& Aaltonen, 2020) or with respect to the rationales for engaging and disen-
gaging stakeholders (Lehtinen et al., 2019). Similarly, although some prior 
studies have homed in on a specifc mechanism, such as public forums 
(Chow & Leiringer, 2020), no study has characterised the variety of citizen-
participation mechanisms. Thus, our fndings complement previous research 
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by providing a more comprehensive and nuanced account of the practices of 
engaging a specifc type of stakeholder, that is, individual citizens, in projects. 

Our further analysis of the 16 participation mechanisms reveals a highly 
uneven distribution of mechanisms over the UDP life cycle. Indeed, participa-
tion mechanisms are predominantly used during the planning phase of UDPs; 
fewer mechanisms are used during the front-end phase, and very few are 
used during the implementation and operation phases. The front-end phase 
is especially critical, because many decisions are made at that point (Artto 
et al., 2016; Edkins et al., 2013; Leite, 2022) and the belated involvement of 
relevant actors can create misalignments (Miterev et al., 2020). Similar issues 
are evident in other forms of citizen involvement, such as citizen participa-
tion in public budgeting (Ebdon & Franklin, 2006) or public crowdsourcing 
(De Crescenzo et al., 2021). 

Implications for practice and policy 

Our study highlights the necessity for involving citizens through a portfolio 
of diverse and partially overlapping engagement strategies. The identifcation 
of 16 distinct mechanisms for public participation suggests that practitioners 
should implement a variety of approaches, such as public events, workshops, 
and online platforms, to cater to different community needs and preferences. 
Furthermore, the fndings indicate that participation tends to be emphasized 
in the project planning phase, highlighting the importance of prioritizing 
citizen engagement early in the project lifecycle. By ensuring that commu-
nity insights shape project goals and designs from the outset, practitioners 
can mitigate conficts and enhance project acceptance. In addition to these 
practical strategies, our fndings highlight the importance of tailored com-
munication methods. Utilizing various channels, including social media and 
traditional media, can help reach different citizen groups effectively. 

Regarding policy, our observations advocate for the establishment of regu-
latory frameworks that mandate public participation in all phases of UDPs 
(including ideation, planning, implementation and operations). By formal-
izing citizen engagement requirements, governments can ensure that com-
munity input is not only welcomed but also integrated into decision-making 
processes. This regulatory support can signifcantly enhance the legitimacy 
and effectiveness of urban development initiatives. Moreover, there is a 
pressing need for capacity-building initiatives aimed at both citizens and 
project management professionals. Empowering citizens with knowledge 
about UDPs and equipping project teams with the capabilities necessary to 
facilitate engagement can enhance the depth and impact of participation. 
This dual approach fosters a more informed and active citizenry while also 
preparing project managers to navigate the complexities of public involve-
ment. Finally, implementing evaluation and feedback mechanisms is essential 
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for refning participation strategies over time. Policymakers should encour-
age the development of feedback loops that allow citizens to express their 
views on the engagement process itself, fostering continuous improvement. 
By systematically evaluating the effectiveness of participation mechanisms, 
stakeholders can adapt and enhance their approaches, ensuring that public 
participation remains both meaningful and impactful. 
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3 
NEGOTIATING NEIGHBOURHOODS? 

Balancing sustainability goals in urban 
development districts 

Susanna Hedborg 

Introduction 

Urban development is about extending or regenerating part of a city to create 
new neighbourhoods for citizens. Neighbourhoods are not just a site of new 
buildings – the built environment, but social spaces emerging in and between 
the buildings when citizens carry out their daily life (Lefebvre, 1991). Social 
space is not just a physical entity but its mutual constitution with social in-
teraction from everyday practices. To ensure sustainable urban development – 
creating neighbourhoods that refect both environmental and social aspects – 
research must look beyond planning and policy issues and also understand 
how the process of developing new buildings and infrastructure infuences 
the new neighbourhoods of citizens. Metzger and Lindblad (2020) suggest 
dilemmas for sustainable urban development following from the ambiguity in 
the multiple actors’ different practices that meet during the realisation of new 
urban districts. Moreover, the actors will have different goals, diverse values, 
and potentially contradicting decision-making processes. 

In the Nordics, local government has a ruling role in extending and regen-
erating a city, for example, by giving out land allocations, issuing building 
permits, and planning and constructing local transport infrastructure. These 
activities enable to construct a built environment of new urban space. These 
urban spaces must be flled with life through living, working, using the spaces 
for new neighbourhoods to emerge – citizens turn built environment into 
neighbourhoods. 

Multiple actors and activities will interact in the process from a perceived 
need by governments to develop new urban spaces in a city, that citizens 
can turn into valued neighbourhoods. Be that property owners, public and 
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private developers, contractors, material suppliers, consultants, civil society 
organisations, spatial planners etc. (Zakhour & Metzger, 2018). In creating 
the built environment, these actors circulate around planning, designing, and 
constructing new buildings and infrastructure, work traditionally carried out 
through projects (Bakker, 2010). In the age of new public management, this 
project logic has been heightened by local government dividing land into 
smaller plots to invite more actors and using land allocations as a strategic 
tool to make public and private developers responsible for realising the vi-
sions of the area, e.g., sustainability (Hedborg & Rosander, 2024). 

This can also be seen through the lens of projectifcation of society where 
increased outsourcing and thinking through a project logic have shifted local 
governments’ work to being dependent on a project ecology of actors (Grabher, 
2004) carrying out public services of housing and urban society (Fred, 2015; 
Lundin et al., 2015). A project ecology is defned as “interdependencies 
between projects and the particular frms, personal relations, localities and 
corporate networks from which these projects draw essential sources unfolds 
an organizational and physical space” (Grabher, 2002, p. 246). For urban 
development carried out through a number of projects, e.g., construction and 
infrastructure, this means that actors and organisations (local government, 
property developers, construction frms, suppliers, etc.) are temporally organ-
ised in physical and organisational layers – just to be reorganised in upcoming 
projects. Thereby, also accounting for historical relationships and potential 
future collaborations, making a project ecology continuously reforming. 
Grabher’s (2004) aim with project ecologies is to explore relationships be-
yond formal, e.g. contractual, to those informal relationships that are built 
up over time; thereby it is possible to follow with a contextual perspective 
(Grabher & Ibert, 2011). In this chapter, this will be bridged with Lefebvre’s 
understanding of the urban as an emerging space following different actors’ 
enacted goals and power in decision-making (Schmid, 2022). 

Research is needed to critically analyse how organising through project 
ecologies of urban development infuences sustainability in emerging neigh-
bourhoods, in light of balancing different actors’ goals and decision-making 
processes. Through revisiting a case study on the development of a new urban 
district using Lefebvre’s (1991) triad of production of space as analytical lens, 
the chapter will discuss: How do actors in a project ecology carrying out ur-
ban development account for the citizens when they negotiate sustainability 
goals? 

Key fndings include negotiations between the local government and 
developers on their different organisational goals and the overarching goals 
of the new district, a new sustainable neighbourhood. Coordinating the so-
cial and environmental sustainability goals with the proftability of private 
actors was a major challenge for the actors in the project ecology, where 
the goals were reshaped during the process. Following this process, the 
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chapter illustrates how the negotiations are dominated by private property 
developers, focussing on fnalising their construction projects, and thus 
overlooking citizens’ interests and stipulated sustainability goals. Contribu-
tions are intended for urban planning research and practitioners by illus-
trating lessons learnt when having to balance the various goals of different 
actors within the project ecology, with those of citizens, to create a new 
neighbourhood. The rest of the chapter is organised by frst presenting an 
overview of Lefebvre’s understanding of space in urban society; thereafter 
we will revisit the case study following an urban development process in 
Stockholm. The chapter will end with a discussion on how the citizens’ 
perspective is governed in contemporary urban development and how sus-
tainability goals are balanced; this will lead to presenting implications for 
practice and policy. 

An understanding of urban spaces and neighbourhoods 
through Lefebvre 

Lefebvre’s work on urban society is benefcial for discussions on the perspectives 
of citizens in sustainable urban development, since Lefebvre did not see urban 
space as mere physical entities but from the perspective of urban social space 
accounting for how physical entities are intertwined with economic, power, 
cultural, and social relationships (Leary-Owhin & McCarthy, 2020). Through 
Lefbvre’s work on urban and space, it is possible to capture and analyse differ-
ent actors’ conficting goals (Schmid, 2022). Below is an overview of his un-
derstanding of production of space and how his urban views have been used 
to understand urban development and citizens in urban society. 

Production of space 

To start, space is not a physical entity but mutually constituted through physi-
cal element and social interactions with everyday practices (Lefebvre, 1991), 
playing the same role as the English term place, which is spaces made mean-
ingful by people (Cresswell, 2015). Presenting a triad of production of space, 
Lefebvre argues for a combined understanding of physical, dominant repre-
sentation, and emotional interpretation of space (Cresswell, 2015), in detail 
(Leary-Owhin, 2016): 

• Spatial practice is the physical element of urban space, including the urban 
development of capitalism and state governing, and the routines that con-
form with this representation. This frst element is described as perceived 
space. 

• Representation of space is the offcial understandings of urban space used 
for administration and analytical purposes. These are often in written forms, 
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produced by architects, planners, or engineers, such as maps or detailed 
development plans. Described as conceived space. 

• Spaces of representation focus on the inhabitants, e.g. the citizens. This 
is the everyday life in urban space as understood by those being in the 
space. The understandings are not informed by the offcial understandings 
of the urban space, but rather from cultural meaning and emotional inter-
pretations, often in opposition with the dominant representation of space. 
Described as lived space. 

The triad entails conficts and contradictions as themes important to explore 
when wanting to understand urban society (Leary-Owhin & McCarthy, 2020), 
highlighting its base in wanting social change from the neo-capitalist domi-
nation of urban society. Although this is the background for developing the 
triad to describe the production of space, it should be noted that it has since 
been widely used to explore urban society beyond explicit political focus. For 
example, Dobers and Strannegård (2004) use the lens to discuss how a piece 
of artwork problematising urban space is translated through it travels around 
the world, while others take a planetary focus exploring urban agriculture 
(Granzow & Shields, 2020) or mobilities (Scott, 2020). Regardless, the three 
intertwined elements of the production of space enable discussions on how, 
for whom, and on what background urban development is carried out, by 
putting the three elements as lenses on an urban phenomenon. 

When asking questions about space to understand urban society, space 
should be seen as a process and not “work of a moment” (Lefebvre, 1991, 
p. 135), not neglecting the importance of accounting for history when exploring 
the production of space. Connecting society and spatial production, it is sug-
gested to combine a top-down and bottom-up approach (Lee, 2022). Lastly, 
important to note in the understanding of production of space is how Lefebvre 
started his exploration as a criticism towards the then prevailing Newtonian 
focus on mathematical and geometric understanding of space, and somewhat 
controversially instead suggested space as simultaneous activities of mental, 
social, physical, and cultural (Dobers & Strannegård, 2004) – opening up for 
discussions on the problematics of urban space (Schmid, 2022). 

Urban development through the perspective of production of space 

Viewing urban development today from the triad of spatial practice, represen-
tation of space, and spaces of representation, it becomes visible how some 
“dominant space ruling over dominated space” (Lefebvre, 2009, p. 246), how 
new parts of cities are planned from the dominating spatial practices and 
representation of space, while the lived experiences of the citizens are sub-
ordinated. The empirical illustration in this chapter will show an example 
of this. However, there are examples of how cities have tried to include the 
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citizens’ perspectives beyond their limited input during planning processes, 
for example how the sentiments from Right to the City (Lefebvre, 1996) 
have been tested in city development in Brazil in the 1980s (Leary-Owhin & 
McCarthy, 2020). 

Refections can also be made as to what can or should be planned and 
what is to be kept in-between and be left to the citizens to self-organise; 
Viegas (2020) discusses this from top-down and bottom-up production of 
space. Top-down production is the majority of urban development carried 
out according to ruling governments’ logics with little representation of so-
ciety, while bottom-up space is produced by communities as counteracts to 
government planning. Contemporary attempts to sustainable urban develop-
ment are a balancing act between economic growth and protection of future 
livelihoods, comparable to Lefebvre’s discussion of citizens’ right to the city 
(Peacock & Allmendinger, 2020). Urban development is about “practical 
matters relation to space” but often with a narrow focus on “the construc-
tion of buildings to the distribution of investments and worldwide division of 
labour” (Lefebvre, 1991, pp. 9–10). 

Empirical illustration 

I will use an empirical example to allow a discussion on how the perspectives 
of citizens are discussed and cared for, when planned urban space is real-
ised into a new built environment with the aim of becoming neighbourhoods 
flled with residents and everyday life. I revisit a case study that I carried out 
for my dissertation (Hedborg, 2022), with distance to the work – that time has 
enabled – and updated theoretical perspective, new insights become notice-
able. The case is suitable for exploring contemporary urban development in 
the Nordic context, being one of the largest urban development districts in 
Sweden, aiming to be a model for similar areas. Combined with substantial 
social and environmental sustainability goals, it can be considered an extreme 
case (Flyvbjerg, 2006) activating numerous actors and mechanisms which 
enabled generation of ample information about the explored phenomenon. 

The empirical material gathered (described in detail below) was reorgan-
ised in Nvivo and analysed with the new theoretical lens, following abductive 
reasoning (Dubois & Gadde, 2014). This reanalysis of the case study is 
largely based on Henri Lefebvre’s book The Production of Space (Lefebvre, 
1991) which develops theory to understand urban society (Leary-Owhin & 
McCarthy, 2020). In a frst iteration, the material was re-read to identify in-
stances of when the respondents discussed citizens’ perspectives and sustain-
ability in-between the projects, as the core interest of this analysis. Second, 
for the identifed instances, I used the triad of production of space, elaborated 
in the previous section, to make sense of how the actors discussed the space 
they were developing. The fndings revealed a lack of citizens’ perspectives 
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and negotiations to reshape the goals established in the municipal planning 
process. Two such examples will be presented below, chosen based on their 
clear illustration of the identifed issues. The reanalysis of the case study and 
previously explored perspectives (Hedborg & Karrbom Gustavsson, 2020; 
Hedborg & Rosander, 2024; Hedborg et al., 2020) sets the foundation for 
a discussion on societal relevance and practical implications from building 
new urban space through a project ecology. And hopefully pave the way to 
new questions. 

Case description and methods 

The case study was longitudinal following the development of a sustainable 
profled urban development district in Stockholm, Sweden, called the Stock-
holm Royal Seaport. For fve years, between 2016 and 2020, I followed mu-
nicipal actors, public and private developers, contractors, and consultants 
through observations, interviews, and document studies. In total, 43 inter-
views were conducted, 31 hours of meetings and observations between the 
different actors, 60 hours of informal observations such as coffee breaks and 
site visits, and numerous planning and design documents from the munici-
pality and the developers. The study was explorative and refexive (Alvesson 
& Sköldberg, 2009) and focused on how the actors planned, designed, and 
constructed the new built environment and how they must work together to 
create a functioning urban space. 

The Municipality’s goal with the Stockholm Royal Seaport, when fnished, 
is to provide homes for more than 30,000 new residents and 12,000 new 
work places. In addition, the municipality has ambitious sustainability goals, 
focussing mainly on environmental sustainability with requirements on en-
ergy usage, building materials, logistics solutions, etc. for the developers to 
be given land to build a small part of the district. The development is carried 
out in parallel detailed development plans (zoning plans), stretching in time 
from 2010 to around 2030, each detailed development plan includes mu-
nicipal infrastructure and ground work (converting brownfelds) and around 
ten private and public developers housing construction projects. In the case 
study, I followed three of these detailed development plans in various stages, 
together covering phases from early planning, including signing land alloca-
tion agreements to fnished construction, and handover to housing coopera-
tives (private) or rental agencies (often public). 

The actors involved – and studied – in urban development are described 
as working in a project ecology, meaning that inter-organisational actors from 
different professions collaborate in parallel and sequential projects (Söder-
lund, 2004). In order to realise a new urban development district, numer-
ous actors can, of course, be involved – governmental entities, private frms, 
NGOs, civil society, individual citizens, etc. In the present case, the focus was 
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to follow the process from municipal planning, to land allocation to private 
and public property developers and their outsourcing to construction frms 
and suppliers who construct the new built environment. Through previous 
analysis (Hedborg et al., 2020) these actors can be described as partaking in 
a project ecology, where some actors will have past relationship and some 
hope for future collaborations. Thereby, practices are repeated, shared, and 
continuously developed through their project lifecycles. The citizens were not 
found to be acting in the project ecology, but indirect through their demo-
cratic rights in local government and the citizens’ consultations during de-
tailed development plans having been carried out by the municipality. In 
other words, the municipality had the primary responsibility to represent the 
citizens. 

A practice perspective (Giddens, 1984) guided my material collection and 
overall analysis. Viewing structure and agency as mutually constituted, where 
one continuously infuences the other, is in line with Lefebvre’s description 
of space neglecting “dialectic of opposites” and having social and physical 
aspects (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 128). With this in mind, I will now present empiri-
cal fndings on how the actors involved in developing the built environment, 
aiming to become new neighbourhoods, have accounted for the citizens. 

The process to construct a new built environment 

With ongoing urbanisation and high housing demand in the Swedish capital, 
the Municipality of Stockholm continuously initiates large urban develop-
ment districts on the outskirts of central Stockholm. Similar to other European 
cities, land is scarce, and over the past 20 years, brownfelds have been con-
verted into new urban districts. The Municipality owns most of the land they 
convert and fnance the large-scale projects through land allocation agree-
ment with public and private developers. The land allocation process, often 
carried out through competitions for attractive plots, runs in parallel with the 
regulated land-use planning processes where the citizens are invited in several 
steps to come in with opinions on the comprehensive plan, the area regula-
tion, the detailed development plan, and for geographically close neighbours 
the individual building permits (Boverket, 2023). In addition, the opinions 
of the citizens are also indirectly covered through the democratic process, 
since municipal planning is governed by local politicians, who have the deci-
sion rights of land allocation agreements. To summarise, it is regulated that 
the citizens’ opinions are cared for when deciding on land allocation and 
the detailed development plan – the legal documents setting the framework 
for what will be built. What the two examples below will illustrate is that 
even though the plans were set with ambitious social and environmental sus-
tainability goals, having allowed the citizens to voice their perspectives both 
directly and indirectly, the plans were reshaped through negotiations by the 
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developers in the following process to realise the new urban district through 
construction projects. 

So, what happened when the decided plans were carried out in practice, 
was the perspective of the citizens brought in during design and construction? 
The fndings of Stockholm Royal Seaport show that the private and public 
developers who have gotten land allocation agreement became key players 
in what would actually be built. When the municipality divides their land 
into small plots and allocates to different developers, the project ecology will 
include many actors each having their own interests. The fndings show how 
the developers became a group who came together to negotiate with the Mu-
nicipality to change aspects in the land allocation agreements that changed 
the urban space for the citizens. 

A frst example is the location, size, and management of the garages of the 
new apartment buildings. According to the land allocation agreement, under-
ground garages were to be built below each apartment block, consisting of 
two to three buildings, each building being carried out by different develop-
ers. However, the garages would stretch over the entire block, why the de-
velopers had to design, construct, and plan for facility management together. 
Moreover, the Municipality had identifed a wish from the citizens to have 
car-free streets, why each garage would only have one exterior access point 
for cars. The developers thought that this would complicate their construc-
tion project processes, having to build together, so they opted for a change in 
their agreements to convert an old cavern a few hundred metres away from 
the district to a large public parking garage. The developers argued for lower 
cost for them and more parking spaces for visitors. Negotiations between the 
developers and the municipality were ongoing for more than a year through 
meetings and written letters from the group of developers to the Municipality. 
Only once during these meetings was the citizens’ perspective raised, apart 
from the Municipality arguing to stick with the land allocation agreement 
and the detailed development plan. A small private developer specialising in 
building apartments for retirees was hesitant towards the cavern, arguing that 
their residents would not feel safe a night in a large cavern garage and hav-
ing to walk in the dark to their car. In the end, the majority voice was heard 
and with the extensive in-house expertise of a few large developers they put 
forward analysis and design documents convincing the Municipality to go 
against the regulated documents – it was decided to build the cavern garage. 

A second example is how the realisation of the built environment is left to 
the developers – governed by fnancial proft – was the construction logistic 
approach agreed on in the land allocation agreement but not followed by the 
developers and the contractors. To care for citizens travelling through the ur-
ban district under development and the incoming residents in the completed 
housing buildings, the Municipality initiated a logistics organisation respon-
sible for safety measures between the construction sites and the completed 
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buildings and road, as well as coordinating all material transports to and from 
the sites going through their depot situated at one end of the district to mini-
mise traffc within the district. After a short period, developers who had tight 
time schedules and detailed individual design solutions to meet their fnan-
cial goals became unhappy with the logistics organisation, saying that they 
paid more than normally for the logistics services and needed control over 
their material deliveries to meet their deadlines and that they did not want to 
trust an outside organisation for this. The Municipality once again caved, and 
it became optional to sign up for all services the logistics organisation had, 
while a small fee was still mandatory to pay for safety measures such as fences 
around the construction sites. 

These examples illustrate how developers, private or public, shape the 
built environment, becoming the urban space that citizens will form in their 
neighbourhoods. In Lefebvre’s (1991) words, developers are guided by only 
capitalist goals when creating urban space, rather than a more complete un-
derstanding of urban social space, which also accounts for everyday life of 
citizens. This will now be discussed and elaborated on in further detail in the 
next section. 

Governing in urban development project ecology 

Governing the citizens’ perspective 

The empirical illustration shows that letting a project ecology carry out the 
work to create a new urban district can redirect the goals established when 
local government planned for the new urban space, through the regulated 
land use planning process. Although construction has traditionally been pro-
ject based, projectifcation has led to increased outsourcing and inclusion of 
more private actors to carry out public services, such as housing (Fred, 2015). 
The case discussed here shows how private developers largely form the new 
urban space by having control of carrying out the built environment, being 
the once with fnancial means. From a Lefebvrian lens (1991, 1996, 2009) 
this is discussed through dominating neocapitalism; here spatial practices 
and space representation have precedence over the lived space of citizens, 
the spaces of representation. While the citizens’ perspectives are considered 
during land use planning, the fnancial power of developers has the abil-
ity to overrule previous decisions, in re-negotiations during the latter part of 
decision-making processes. 

The current organising of urban development through project ecologies 
includes more actors in the process of developing urban society, which could 
be benefcial in getting different perspectives on what and how urban space 
should look like. The empirical example shows how the organising has cre-
ated a strong group of actors in the private and public developers, largely 
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controlling the decision-making process through negotiations with local gov-
ernment. Although project ecologies open up for a variety of actors to be 
included in the development process, it must still be seen as a top-down 
approach to developing urban space where what the citizens want risks get-
ting lost (Viegas, 2020). Bottom-up development of urban space is largely 
associated with self-produced neighbourhoods outside governmental control 
(Viegas, 2020); however, with the need to rethink society to tackle the climate 
changes, it might be time for radically new approaches to urban planning and 
development, be that top-down, bottom-up, or something in-between. 

Balancing sustainability goals 

Keeping a little on the topic of sustainability, Lefebvre’s (1996) focus was 
largely on social justice as he lived and worked before global climate change 
became the most pressing issue for our joint society. Today, it is about creating 
global justice within ecological boundaries (Raworth, 2017). Contemporary 
urban development – illustrated through empirical examples – can be con-
cluded to lack inclusion of spaces of representation, the multiple lived experi-
ences of citizens (Lefebvre, 1991), indicating the need to rethink the project 
ecology of actors involved in development processes. Ecological sustainabil-
ity in urban development is mainly expressed in the form of written docu-
ments by offcials under the dominant representation of space. Refecting 
on this is what would happen if lived experiences of citizens were included 
in planning and designing ecological sustainability in urban development. 
The empirical illustration indicates that giving too much freedom to private-
proft-driven developers risk decreased sustainability goals during the de-
sign and construction. On the other hand, if lending all power to citizens, 
individual choices might be chosen over sustainability transition. There needs 
to be a balance of control and fexibility between government entities, for-
proft organisations, and citizens. 

Implication for practice and policy 

This chapter has revisited a case study, which followed how the built environ-
ment was planned, designed, and constructed through a project ecology of 
actors put together from a Municipality’s diverse land allocations, through 
the lens of The Production of Space (Lefebvre, 1991), to initiate a discus-
sion on how the perspectives of citizens are cared for in contemporary urban 
development in Sweden. The fndings show how sustainability in develop-
ment of urban space is negotiated between municipality and developers, 
which largely neglects the lived experiences of citizens – those who turn built 
environment to neighbourhoods. Contributing to scrutinize how contempo-
rary urban development is largely based on the interest of private and public 
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developers, that is, fnancial profts. This suggests needs for balancing con-
trol and fexibility between government entities, for-proft organisations, and 
citizens. Implications from this for practice and policy include the following. 

• The frst implication is for municipal planning departments to refect on 
what consequences contemporary land allocation, dividing planned ur-
ban areas into plots each allocated to different private and public devel-
opers, will have on the citizens moving into the new built environment. 
How citizens’ perspectives can be increasingly cared for in land allocation 
agreements to minimise the risk of having a powerful fnancial group of 
developers negotiating changes during the later stages of the development 
process, potentially at the risk of citizens’ interests. 

• The second implication is towards developers; through the production 
of space lens, they can get a framework to understand how their part of 
developing the built environment will infuence the citizens’ lived expe-
riences. For developers with a long-term perspective of facilitating their 
constructed building, this can be aided by letting the citizens infuence the 
planned built environment throughout the development process. 

• The third, and fnal, implication is towards urban researchers, practition-
ers, and political actors, in light of sustainability, to refect on how the 
planning process could look radically different to include social justice 
within planetary boundaries. Finding a balance between top-down regu-
lation and a bottom-up citizen approach to ensure sustainable transition 
affords further investigation. 
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4 
PARTICIPATION IN URBAN 
REGENERATION PROGRAMMES 

The case of Trondheim, Norway 

Introduction 

Similar to other countries across Europe, in Norway, there is a government 
initiative of urban regeneration to which local municipalities can apply for 
funding support to stimulate lasting improvements in services available to 
residents and in the environmental quality of local settings. The funding 
targets neighbourhood units, which are manageable in scale, coherently 
recognisable and expected to give access to many of the daily services resi-
dents require. 

One of the often-cited aspects of government urban development and re-
generation initiatives is the participation of citizens in co-creating solutions 
with planners. But despite the widely cited benefts of citizen participation 
methods, their implementation is often challenging (Legacy, 2017; Leino 
& Laine, 2012; Monno & Khakee, 2012). In project management litera-
ture, participation is often discussed in the context of project stakeholders 
(Di Maddaloni & Davis, 2017; Eskerod et al., 2015; Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 
2019). While there is literature on participation in planning and project man-
agement research, most of the focus has been on new urban development 
rather than urban regeneration. 

Urban regeneration is typically discussed in terms of funding physi-
cal redevelopment and other interventions in deprived urban areas (Bailey, 
2012; Couch et al., 2011). Regeneration programmes emerged in North 
American cities in the mid-20th century, as urban policy sought to address 
the challenges they faced as their industrial base shifted from secondary to 
tertiary and quaternary sectors. The aim of urban regeneration initiatives is 
to alleviate the high levels of socioeconomic deprivation that target areas 
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have relative to their wider urban or regional contexts. The typical arrange-
ment in an urban regeneration initiative would be led by the public sector 
but incorporate private and community actors in achieving its objectives 
(Bailey, 2010; Lawless & Pearson, 2012). In such a way, urban regeneration 
aims to create improvements across a plurality of dimensions of an existing 
area of a city or region (Ciaramella & Dall’Orso, 2021) with projects most 
often confgured to address social and economic conditions before physical 
changes can be proposed. As a consequence, urban regeneration projects are 
more complex, multilayered and uncertain compared with traditional new 
urban development or construction (Yu & Kwon, 2011). Against this back-
drop, there is relatively little understanding of the challenges of participatory 
urban regeneration initiatives, where multiple institutional and community 
actors cooperate in the planning process. The aspiration of such participa-
tory programmes is to engage local communities as active partners in the 
regeneration of their own neighbourhoods, rather than considering them pas-
sive recipients of services delivered to them by the municipal government 
(Bailey, 2012; Lawless & Pearson, 2012). An important intention of active 
citizen participation in urban regeneration schemes is to avoid displacement 
of existing communities and processes of urban gentrifcation, which can of-
ten follow urban regeneration programmes (Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018; 
Redfern, 2003; Shaw, 2008). 

Urban regeneration policies are implemented through one or several pro-
jects (in which case they are often referred to as programmes), organised 
around distinct goals, limited resources, and clearly defned stakeholder 
groups to work with (Jacobsson et al., 2015; Lundin et al., 2015). Existing 
research points to the importance of the so-called front end of infrastructure 
projects as the site with the most potential for value creation (Matinheikki 
et al., 2016; Williams et al., 2022; Zerjav et al., 2021). Literature on citizen 
participation in projects suggests that the most common timing for the inclu-
sion of a variety of partners in a co-creation process is in the early project 
stages (Ahola et al., 2021; Toukola et al., 2023). In keeping with the theoreti-
cal argument on participation in the front end of projects, we focus in this 
chapter on the processes and challenges of an urban regeneration scheme 
implemented by a local authority (Trondheim Municipality) in the Nordic 
institutional and social context. 

Although citizen participation in policy implementation is often advocated 
as a win-win-win scenario beneftting local communities, city administration 
and the general public, it is no secret that achieving an effective participation 
process is fraught with tensions between the different facets of any policy 
initiative: descriptive (what is the case?), prescriptive (what should be done 
about it?), and performative (a policy enacts a reality that it then acts upon) 
(Scott, 1998; Voß, 2014). This is no different in projects that have urban re-
generation as their objective. Their front end is shaped by policy objectives, 
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as they are defned by planning actors (Phillips & Oswick, 2012). In urban 
regeneration projects, this translates into the defnition of a problem situation 
where the standard of a deprived neighbourhood or area should be improved. 
Literature on planning and design refers to this process as a problem-solution 
space, whereby the defnition of the problem and the preconceptions of solu-
tions to the problem are tightly linked to each other (Crowley & Head, 2017; 
Dorst, 2011). 

Many participatory urban regeneration projects aim to achieve active 
involvement of local communities to enable (a) a more effective process 
through inclusion, (b) to rebuild trust between the local communities (particu-
larly marginalised and deprived ones), the general public and the municipal 
government as a provider of public services and urban space, and (c) to achieve 
distinct positive outcomes for both the communities and the city (reduction of 
levels of deprivation, crime rates, health indicators, etc.) (Bailey, 2010; Lawless 
& Pearson, 2012). 

Given the relative lack of empirical studies on citizen participation in 
urban regeneration projects, our aim is to explore the structure and activities 
of participation in an urban regeneration scheme, which can be representa-
tive of the Nordic urban planning and governance context. To this end, we 
use the setting of Trondheim Municipality in Norway and their strategic ten-
year area upgrade and urban regeneration programme introduced in 2021. 
This includes a broad programme of investment to support three neighbour-
hood communities, two of which are in their early stages and will be covered 
in our analysis, while the third has not begun yet and therefore is not part 
of the analysis. While the programme overall has only started, it entails an 
extensive engagement exercise in the intervention areas, including citizen 
participation in the front end of the projects to defne goals and priorities of 
the interventions. 

Our analysis of the urban regeneration programme in Trondheim focuses 
on (a) the policy rationale with its intended outcomes and (b) the engage-
ment and partnering structures and process for citizen participation. Specif-
cally, following Hofer and Kaufmann (2023), we will explore the actors, aims 
and arenas that defne the participation process in the urban regeneration 
programme. 

We anticipate that applying a novel conceptual framework to explain the 
complex participation processes of the urban regeneration programme will 
be valuable for researchers, policymakers and practitioners engaged with citi-
zen participation in their programme delivery. In the next section, we address 
some of the challenges of participatory processes as discussed in planning 
and stakeholder management literature before outlining our own approach, 
focusing on participation in the front end of the programme and the actors, 
aims, and arenas framework to analyse the participation in area regenera-
tion programme settings. We then introduce the illustrative case study of the 
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Trondheim urban regeneration programme and go on to analyse the planned 
participation strategy in the initiation of the programme. We continue by dis-
cussing some of the challenges in a more generic citizen participation setting 
and conclude with brief advice for policymakers and practitioners. 

Citizen participation and its challenges 

Literature on participation has been critical about naïve assumptions on civic 
engagement, elaborating on many examples of failed expectations with re-
spect to citizens taking part in participation exercises. One thread running 
through these critiques seems to be that, despite the administrators’ best in-
tentions, it is often the case that the citizens themselves are not included in the 
process of establishing the context for participation. Even if the idea is to ‘talk 
with them’ setting up that talk can boil down to ‘talking about them’. In con-
sequence, various arrangements underlying the participatory situation do not 
match the lives and perspectives of ‘the citizen’. One crucial mismatch might 
be in the identity of the citizens themselves or the way they are positioned 
and identifed in the process. As Pandey and Sharma (2021) show, participa-
tory situations may reduce the participating citizens to a single-dimensional 
function, for example, as suppliers of raw materials, such as agricultural waste 
in the case of renewable energy projects. If the participation process is fawed 
and the citizens have no opportunity to bring in their considerations, the only 
possible intervention left to them is to vote with their feet and walk off from 
the meeting table. 

A second way in which citizens may de facto be excluded is through the 
framing of the discussion about the future, in which citizens may not have 
the ability to participate. As Krzywoszynska et al. (2018) show, it may hap-
pen that the participation setting is shaped with a very specifc notion of 
what the future may bring and a very specifc notion of the frameworks by 
which the future is to be evaluated. While a sense of inevitability and neces-
sity of change can often underpin the narratives of urban development pro-
grammes, the future as understood by citizens may inherit the substance and 
trajectory of the lives they currently live rather than the envisioned futures. 
In such cases, the citizens, even if they are enthusiastic about participating, 
can have a hard time presenting their ideas and bringing their interests over 
the footlights. 

A third possible pitfall in shaping citizen participation is in the assump-
tion that citizens are available to participate. Apart from the practical fact 
that citizens may have a working and family life that prevents them from 
spending time in engagement events such as town hall meetings, they may 
also have numerous other reasons to simply not be interested. A crucial con-
sideration is whether or not the issue is of personal concern to them. From 
a pragmatist tradition, the understanding has emerged that such issues are 
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crucial in assembling publics (Marres, 2007). Moreover, neither the issue nor 
the (potential) public are pre-given entities, but instead must be seen as con-
structed through a political process (Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016). This construc-
tion process needs to be refexive on what it assumes and what it produces; it 
needs to be situated and properly connected to the context where it matters; 
it needs to be democratically sound in what it includes and excludes, and it 
needs to explicitly care for participation as a democratic institution (Chilvers 
& Kearnes, 2016). 

Towards a pragmatist positioning of participation 
in urban regeneration 

Urban regeneration initiatives are almost always predicated on a defnition of 
a problem situation to which the proposed interventions are a solution (Dorst, 
2011). However, planning problems are often ‘wicked’ in that a problem is 
not uniquely defnable without preconceiving a solution for it and vice versa 
(Crowley & Head, 2017; Farrell & Hooker, 2013). In those circumstances, 
it becomes relevant to consider the role of the citizen in the planning and 
execution of urban regeneration. Given the wicked nature of the planning 
problem, participation in the defnition of the problem and its solution will 
be mainly restricted to the formal actors of the planning process, rather than 
non-expert participants. The acknowledgement of the limited role of the 
citizens, being subservient rather than equitable partners in how much they 
can infuence the planning process, has led to discussions on the ‘crisis of 
participatory planning’ (Legacy, 2017; Monno & Khakee, 2012). It has also 
led to increasing scepticism on the effectiveness of various participation in-
struments as they can become co-opted by political interests (Arnstein, 1969). 
Despite these criticisms, there have also been discussions to consider citizen 
participation as a way to increase the democratic legitimacy of the planning 
process (Zakhour, 2020) as opposed to participation as an implementation 
instrument to achieve the goals of the planning function (Alfasi, 2021), politi-
cal or otherwise. Similar debates have taken place in the literature on organi-
sation and management, where the role of key organisational and business 
stakeholders has been seen as either instrumental (i.e. for achieving organisa-
tional goals, including the proft motive) or normative (i.e. holding an intrinsic 
value beyond the proft and other motives of the organisation) (Donaldson & 
Preston, 1995). In line with the critical debate on the role of the participa-
tory processes in planning and whether it is primarily effectiveness- or legiti-
macy-driven, we take citizen participation pragmatically, as part of the broad 
planning process, instrumental for the achievement of policy goals but at the 
same time normatively necessary for the implementation to be legitimate. We 
thus focus on citizen participation, as it is implemented in its various forms 
and with multiple goals, particularly in the front end of urban regeneration 
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projects (Toukola et al., 2023; Williams et al., 2022). Such a view of citizen 
participation is focused on (a) elaborating on the ‘how’ of participation and 
(b) understanding the role of the ‘citizen’ that is its main protagonist. 

While citizen participation in policy formulation and defnition is con-
strained to an indirect input (i.e. through the electoral system), in the 
implementation of policy and particularly at the front end of projects, 
participation can have a more direct and active role. This active input is 
centred around the ‘how’ of the implementation, as opposed to the ‘why’ 
or ‘what’ of the policy, which are typically set out by the focal actors of 
the planning process (municipal or government planning agencies). It is 
this direct and active involvement in participation that we are interested 
in exploring in more detail here. In theory, such participation at the front 
end of the project will catalyse active engagement of the public and other 
actors in the planning decisions, helping to make the process transparent 
while opening some aspects of the problems and their solutions to con-
sideration by non-experts (Habermas, 2022; Hofer and Kaufmann, 2023). 
In an urban regeneration setting, achieving the engagement of various 
public actors around planning issues and their solutions can be a goal 
in its own right, whether or not it can be attributed to the achievement 
of instrumental goals or broader democratisation of the planning process 
(Innes & Booher, 2016). 

Following a conceptual framework developed recently by Hofer and Kauf-
mann (2023), we choose to focus on actors, aims and arenas in the defnition 
of participation in this research. See Figure 4.1. The actors involve subjects 
that take part in participation, their roles and recruitment. Aims encompass 
issues to be addressed, alongside their rationales and desired outcomes. Fi-
nally, arenas defne the spaces, format and rhythm of engagement, which 

FIGURE 4.1 Participation triangle simplifed from Hofer and Kaufman (2023) 
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shape participation. We use this framework to further break down our illustra-
tive case of Trondheim urban regeneration programme. 

Illustrative case: Actors, aims and arenas of participation in the 
Trondheim Urban Regeneration Programme 

The Trondheim urban regeneration programme focuses on three target neigh-
bourhood areas of the city and, as such, is a comprehensive set of project 
interventions. As noted above, our analysis is focussed on two of these. 
Citizen participation and engagement are central features of the programme 
and the principal reason for selecting it for our analysis. Rather than drawing 
on formal analytical protocols for case study research, our analysis is broadly 
informed by our engagement with the programme team of Trondheim Mu-
nicipality over a period of 18 months around the planning and implementa-
tion of the urban regeneration initiative. We draw on three sources of data in 
the early development phase of the programme: general media coverage in 
the local press, offcial municipal reports on the progress of the project and 
ongoing engagement with the municipal offcials involved in the delivery of 
the scheme. 

The urban regeneration programme is designed to improve living condi-
tions and address the socio-cultural and physical landscape of three selected 
areas of the city (Kjølle et al., 2022; Loe et al., 2022; Trondheim Kommune, 
2024). These neighbourhoods are unique in many respects, but they also 
share a concentration of socio-cultural and economic challenges in addi-
tion to development opportunities that can arguably be captured through 
an urban regeneration initiative. The neighbourhoods each face challenges 
related to maintaining a stable and cohesive community. In part, this can 
be traced to high proportions of rental accommodation, which contributes 
to a transient population and potential instability in the community. Social 
dynamics and housing needs in both areas arise through the relatively high 
percentages of young residents, including students. Earlier studies for the two 
of the neighbourhoods have outlined the socioeconomic conditions that are 
to guide the initiatives there. These include poor performance in the areas 
of health outcomes, income levels, statutory overcrowding and crime rates 
(Kjølle et al., 2022). 

Challenges identifed in background reports for the third area pertain to 
ongoing conversions of existing apartments into smaller, more spartan units 
aimed at the student market. The spatial and economic outcomes of such 
conversions make it diffcult for families that the municipality would like to 
attract into the area to fnd appropriate, long-term accommodation. 

Following Hofer and Kaufmann (2023), our analysis focuses on the rela-
tionships and interactions between the municipality, as the entity that imple-
ments the urban regeneration initiative, and the actors, aims and arenas of 
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participation. Built on this conceptual model, we further outline Trondheim 
Municipality’s plan for orchestrating and arranging participation across the 
programme areas. 

Actors include a multifaceted and relatively decentralised array of sub-
jects, including the municipality organisation itself, externally organised sub-
jects and the general public. The frst group comprises primary activity areas 
of service delivery functions within the municipality organisation such as city 
development, health and care, social services, education, industry, and sports 
and culture. The second group includes external organisations which com-
plement the municipality’s activity areas such as county-level government, 
welfare and employment, child and family support and other social services 
and law enforcement agencies. Finally, there is a presence of a broad range 
of local and community organisations, such as schools and nurseries, non-
proft organisations, the local church, housing and residential owner asso-
ciations, student societies and small business representatives. The role of the 
different subjects is to represent different institutional and community-level 
interests and to encourage engagement across the activities of different sub-
jects around the regeneration programme. Enrolment in participation mainly 
occurs through the organised actors who are expected to engage with the 
community on the ground based on the goals and arenas for participation. 

Aims include the ambition for the regeneration programme to transform 
the target neighbourhoods into more liveable, safe, and vibrant communities, 
where all residents can thrive, while maintaining and emphasising cultural 
diversity. Some of the elements of the initiatives include: (a) enhancement 
of physical infrastructure, including roads, parks, and public buildings to 
improve both aesthetics and functionality, making the neighbourhood more 
attractive and liveable, (b) implementation of measures aimed at improving 
safety, such as better lighting in public areas, increased surveillance, and 
community policing initiatives, (c) development of green spaces to provide 
recreational areas for residents and improve environmental sustainability, 
(d) launch of social programs focused on education, employment, and health 
services to support the community’s most vulnerable groups and (e) efforts to 
stimulate local economic growth through support for small businesses and 
the creation of job opportunities, particularly in sectors that beneft from the 
neighbourhood’s unique cultural characteristics. 

Other aims also include boosting liveability and local environmental 
quality, such as air, noise and dust pollution, and addressing the lack of public 
outdoor spaces as a result of a dense traffc network surrounding some of 
the areas. In addition, it includes creating places for people to live, meet, 
interact and exercise across boundaries of their socioeconomic status. Long-
term living conditions for present and future generations are planned to be 
addressed with less dense residential developments as density comes at the 
cost of deteriorating living conditions. The regeneration programme is planned 
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to last until 2031, and it comprises initiatives at multiple levels of where the 
different area projects can complement each other and leverage each other’s 
strengths and learning opportunities. 

Arenas for participation are designed for each regeneration area as working 
groups and collaborative forums that gather participants who can contribute 
input to the planning and implementation process. This is planned to occur as 
exchange and collaboration across boundaries and amongst the different ac-
tors. Broad participation themes are derived from the municipality’s long-term 
strategic and operational objectives related to service development and de-
livery: neighbourhood development, social housing, area-based social work, 
social entrepreneurship and employment. Themes are used as municipality-
facing clusters and meeting points for specifc project initiatives which support 
organisational learning and capability development. Specifc project interven-
tions include traditional infrastructure investment projects (transport, recycling 
facilities, parks, public buildings) and interventions to enhance community 
standards and socioeconomic equity (art and culture events, incentives for en-
hancing outdoor lifestyle, enhancing employment opportunities at the neigh-
bourhood level). In addition to those, there is a programme group for each 
regeneration area where the neighbourhood actors, including social service 
and community organisations, meet three to four times a year. 

Such a broad participation model is at the heart of the front end of the re-
generation programme with Trondheim Municipality’s focus on the creation 
and support of the set of arenas that enable participation to occur seamlessly. 
The process is one of experimentation through trial and error, where differ-
ent groups and actors are engaged within and outside of these established 
groups, and where dialogue across the groups is encouraged. This is a process 
of involvement and engagement with the main goal of building community 
capacity for participation as well as encouraging the local community to in-
teract and collaborate across institutions and service providers. 

Nonetheless, there are two underlying assumptions in this approach. The 
frst one is that participation is inherently desirable and welcomed by the vari-
ous subjects and that local community participants and residents will be in-
volved as a secondary outcome of including the representatives of organised 
community groups in the engagement forums. Second, there is an assumption 
that arranging a complex participation process across a myriad of actors will 
justify its costs and that it will lead to valuable organisational learning. These 
issues link back to our critical review of challenges in participation in the 
second section, which we further elaborate on in the following section. 

Discussion and conclusions 

Our study outlines the front end of the implementation of a ten-year policy 
programme for urban regeneration in Trondheim. The interventions proposed 
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and undertaken correspond to the generally agreed-upon good practices of 
citizen participation in urban regeneration. In that sense, Trondheim Munici-
pality’s urban regeneration programme is a success story. However, we also 
want to discuss more generic issues pertaining to value that participatory pro-
grammes can bring to their actors and implementing bodies. For example, 
the stated main beneft of participation for the local and community actors 
is to enable engagement across boundaries of their remit and activity and 
through an equitable inclusion of local community members. This is assumed 
to improve cooperation between the community-level and state-institutional 
actors, leading to improvements in community capacity and socioeconomic 
deprivation. As previously discussed, however, there is considerable debate 
as to whether participation activities, despite their best intentions, always 
achieve those broad-reaching goals. In a worst-case scenario, poorly concep-
tualised and structured participation efforts can lead to disenfranchisement 
of the actors. For example, they may perceive that their input is not valued, 
that their contributions are solicited on a poorly defned problem or that the 
actual problem is different to how it was framed to them. In fact, there could 
be situations where consensus is not possible or desirable; for instance, where 
the local community interests are clearly in opposition to the project that has 
been proposed (as in cases of community displacement to make room for in-
frastructure development) (Alfasi, 2021; Legacy, 2017). This is a consideration 
that can inform future research studies, particularly looking into counterfac-
tual examples of projects, where meaningful participation is not possible to 
achieve due to stark differences in desired outcomes. 

The second area for consideration is whether the costs of implementing 
broad-scale and complex participation processes justify their benefts. In a 
situation of scarce access to operational resources that is typical for public 
sector organisations, there is a question of whether broad participation can 
justify its opportunity costs. While the normative perspective acknowledges 
the importance of the engagement process, it does not always consider the 
costs and utility of various engagement processes or the cost of engagement 
compared to the fnancial and time costs of alternative initiatives, which must 
be forgone in exchange for the participation process. 

In the case of Trondheim, the participatory urban regeneration programme 
has the aim to enable organisational learning and develop capabilities, in 
addition to enabling participation spaces (Davies & Brady, 2016; Winch & 
Leiringer, 2016). It is anticipated that this will enable participatory initiatives 
across other primary activity areas, such as health, education, and culture. 
Each of the activity areas should be engaged with their counterparts ‘on the 
ground’, including service users and community residents. In this context, 
participation is not necessarily a separate type of activity which informs the 
planning process and policy implementation, but a structure of relationships, 
networks and feedback loops in the implementing organisation, which allows 
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the multi-level and cross-unit implementation process to happen. This sug-
gests, contrary to popular belief, that the participation process does not stand 
in opposition to the institutionalised planning processes, but that it should be 
seen as part of the planning structures and processes. 

This leads to our contribution to theory with this study. We aim to critically 
engage with and extend the Hofer and Kaufmann (2023) model of participa-
tion. While it is a comprehensive framework to encompass the participatory 
element of the urban regeneration programme we studied, we also found it 
to be lacking in differentiating between the different types of actors and the 
dynamics and power differential with which they interact with each other. 
For example, the voice of a municipal actor is very different from that of an 
individual citizen, and relationships between actors and arenas are not fat 
but rather skewed: actors with strong infuence will see more of their prefer-
ences refected in how arenas are shaped, and in turn, arenas will accom-
modate these infuential actors better. We propose to extend the Hofer and 
Kaufmann (2023) framework by conceptualising this power difference as a 
flter on the relations between the main categories: not all actors are equal, 
and their infuence is selectively protruded into the arenas, both regarding 
their direct contributions and their preference for the shape of the arena. In 
a similar vein, the way arenas accommodate the establishment of aims is not 
symmetrical but imposes a flter on the aims that can be made to circulate 
in participation processes. Figure 4.2 illustrates our contribution by super-
imposing a notional flter for interactions that occur across and between the 
dimensions of participation and actors. This fltering is bidirectional: some 
actors bring proposals and ideas more successfully into arenas than others, 
and arenas have different affording and constraining infuences on different 

FIGURE 4.2  Extended participation triangle including power-mediated interactions. 

Source: authors
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actors. The same holds for the relations between aims and arenas and aims 
and actors, respectively. 

Finally, we want to address the limitations and shortcomings of our 
contribution. The current study is conducted at an early phase of the urban 
regeneration programme implementation. As a result, the dimensions of 
actors, aims and arenas that we analysed are by and large in concep-
tion and are likely to change and evolve as programme implementation 
unfolds. Although we focus on the ‘how’ of the implementation of citizen 
participation (rather than the ‘why’ and the ‘what’ of problem identifca-
tion and policy formulation), it remains to be seen whether the described 
participation framework will lead to a broader and more inclusive shared 
decision-making process. The main question on the long-term effective-
ness of the engagement is around the tendency of urban regeneration 
projects to pave the way for gentrifcation, whereby existing residents 
are ‘priced out’ of the area to make way for middle-class residents and 
businesses (Hochstenbach & Musterd, 2018; Slater, 2011). While urban 
gentrifcation is an endemic problem, the question is whether it poses the 
same risks in urban developments in the Nordic region. Finally, it should 
be mentioned that the scope and complexity of the urban regeneration 
programme extend well beyond what has been possible to capture in our 
brief analysis for purposes of describing the citizen participation segment 
of the regeneration programme. 

Implications for practice and policy 

The main implications for practice and policy from our study can be sum-
marised under two recommendations. First, a participation process may not 
be appropriate for every situation of urban regeneration intervention. Second, 
to be effective, the participation process should be consistently followed 
throughout the programme lifecycle. 

A well-known saying holds that ‘with a hammer in hand, all problems look 
like a nail’. Similarly, policy actors should consider how citizen participa-
tion supports their urban regeneration agendas. Broad participation is costly 
and complex and neither guarantees implementation success nor does it 
necessarily lead to more democratic and inclusive decision-making. Indeed, 
achieving consensus across the board may not always be within reach. 
Therefore, it is important to consider costs (including opportunity costs) of 
implementing broad participation. In those situations, policymakers and 
implementing bodies should consider whether broad participation is ft for 
purpose. Alternatively, simplifed participation procedures can be made part 
of the intervention, while the freed resources can then be utilised to support 
local communities through other means, for example, by offering additional 
municipal services and grants to serve the regeneration agenda. 



 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Participation in Urban Regeneration Programmes 61 

The second recommendation concerns the process of participation. If policy 
actors and local governments decide to engage with citizens and community 
actors, they should consider the complexity and extent of the participation pro-
cess. This suggests considering and designing participatory opportunities across 
all stages of the implementation, including policy formulation, problem defni-
tion and selection of options to be implemented for interventions. This framing 
and formulation process is now usually a top-down process, with no direct op-
portunities for active participation for citizens and community actors other than 
through their engagement with the institutions of democratic governance such 
as the electoral system where they can infuence policy agendas. To open up the 
planning and implementation process of regeneration initiatives and make them 
transparent, local governments should seek to democratise not only the solutions 
but also how problems are identifed, defned and framed. To this end, it is vital to 
develop a close partnership with local community actors, where expectations are 
properly managed and a productive participation process is ensured. 

The following questions can guide such processes. 

• How do participants perceive the impact their involvement will have on 
the planning and implementation? A stronger sense of involvement and 
infuence will provide a stronger motivation to participate. 

• How familiar are the participation actors with the institutions and deci-
sion-making processes around policy implementation? 

• Who is recruited into the engagement arenas? How do we select the most 
relevant actors while ensuring the voices of those who are not in the room 
are also heard and represented in the group? 
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5 
USER ENGAGEMENT IN PUBLIC URBAN 
DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS 

Matias Ståhle, Lauri Vuorinen and Sebastian Toukola 

Introduction 

The development of urban areas requires active collaboration between pro-
ject stakeholders throughout the project lifecycle, from the front end to the 
operations phases (Artto et al., 2016). Municipalities must constantly develop 
their infrastructure and services to meet the needs and expectations of various 
citizen groups (e.g., children, workers and pensioners). Consequently, munic-
ipalities are considering ways to engage citizens in urban development pro-
jects. Citizen engagement plays a crucial role in urban development projects, 
as it promotes the consideration of communities’ needs and preferences, 
potentially leading to more effective and well-received outcomes. Engag-
ing citizens in urban development projects empowers them to have a say 
in their urban environment, fostering a sense of ownership and community 
pride (Kujala et al., 2022). Successful engagement benefts not only citizens 
but also cities and decision makers, as it may lead to better informed deci-
sions, increased project acceptance and improved project outcomes (Purvis 
et al., 2015). 

In this chapter, we focus on citizens as users of urban development projects. 
While citizens can assume various roles in such projects, it is the users who 
especially beneft from the fnal outcome of the project, such as a public build-
ing. In this chapter, we defne user engagement as ‘organizational practices 
that are used to involve users in urban development project’s organizational 
activities’ (Greenwood, 2007, pp. 317–318). Even though previous research 
on stakeholder engagement in construction projects has emphasised collabo-
ration between public and private actors (e.g., Cui et al., 2018; Hedborg & 
Karrbom Gustavsson, 2020) at the front end of projects (Candel et al., 2021; 
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Toukola et al., 2023), increasing attention has been placed on understanding 
how users’ needs can be better acknowledged in different phases of these 
projects (Torvinen & Ulkuniemi, 2016). The goal of user engagement is often 
different in different phases of the project lifecycle. It can be assumed that 
the practices of user engagement would vary as well (Lehtinen & Aaltonen, 
2020). Moreover, it is not evident what kinds of practices should be adopted 
to engage various user groups. Thus, there is a need to better understand 
how public project organisations (e.g., municipalities) engage project users in 
publicly procured projects throughout the project lifecycle. 

To study user engagement in publicly procured construction projects, 
we conducted a multiple case study in two Finnish municipalities. This 
chapter answers the following research question: How do municipalities 
engage users in different phases of the construction project lifecycle? We 
studied two urban development projects in different phases of the project 
lifecycle: one under early project planning and the other under the con-
struction fnalisation and early use phases. The two cases complement each 
other, contributing to a comprehensive understanding of user engagement 
across various project lifecycle phases. Our primary data comprise semi-
structured interviews (15 in total) with representatives of both municipali-
ties and project users. 

The findings of this chapter reveal the practices of user engagement, 
how various user needs are communicated and how users’ needs and 
expectations are eventually considered in the project work. The find-
ings show how the intensity of user engagement is often strongest in the 
project front end and the finalisation phases and how, around project 
commissioning, actors continue to collaborate to solve final issues in 
the project. This study contributes to the discussion on user engagement 
in publicly procured projects by demonstrating the importance of user 
engagement in committing them to urban development projects and how 
decision makers should employ engagement practices when developing 
urban spaces. 

The chapter begins with a literature review on user engagement in urban 
development projects. Next, research methodology and the two case studies 
are presented in detail, followed by the results section. Finally, the implica-
tions of the research and practice and policy recommendations are discussed. 

Literature review 

Stakeholder engagement in urban development projects 

Urban development projects, such as the construction and maintenance of 
infrastructure, housing or public buildings, are important for municipalities, 
as they transform the urban landscape and create value for citizens as end 
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users of these different premises. These kinds of projects often have a long life-
cycle, spanning from the initial planning and design of the project to fnally 
implementing the project and using the developed products. It might take 
several years to implement such projects, and the fnal product should last for 
decades, thus bringing sustainable value to societies (Di Maddaloni & Sabini, 
2022; Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2019). 

Projects often involve various stakeholders beyond the focal organisa-
tions implementing the projects, such as citizens, media and non-proft 
organisations (Aaltonen & Kujala, 2010). Stakeholders can be defned as 
individuals or groups that can impact, or be impacted by, organisations’ 
objectives (or, in this study, urban development projects) (Freeman et al., 
2007). Recent research has studied how to engage these various stakehold-
ers in projects, meaning ‘organizational practices that are used to involve 
stakeholders in urban development project’s organizational activities’ 
(Greenwood, 2007, pp. 317–318). This research on stakeholder engage-
ment highlights a managing for stakeholder perspective, suggesting that or-
ganisations should generate value not only for internal project stakeholders 
but also for external ones who, despite lacking offcial or contractual ties to 
the project organisation, may still infuence or be infuenced by the project 
(Freeman et al., 2007; Lehtinen & Aaltonen, 2020). 

Even though the importance of engaging external stakeholders in larger 
construction projects is acknowledged, it remains challenging to identify 
suitable and successful practices for engaging stakeholders throughout 
the lifecycles of projects (Derakhshan et al., 2019; Kujala et al., 2022). 
Especially in urban development projects, a project organisation’s (e.g., 
a municipality) primary purpose is to create value for all stakeholders, 
extending beyond stockholders, suppliers and customers, and organisa-
tions should pay careful attention to their relationships with stakeholders 
(Eskerod et al., 2015). In the remainder of this chapter, we focus on a 
specific aspect of stakeholder engagement: citizens as users of urban 
development projects. 

Practices to engage users in various lifecycle phases 

Engaging users in urban development projects is important because they are 
the primary stakeholders affected once the projects are completed. The im-
portance of local users and communities has been addressed increasingly in 
studies related to decision-making processes in projects (Derakhshan et al., 
2019; Di Maddaloni & Sabini, 2022), addressing the social aspects of sus-
tainable development. Typical ways to engage these kinds of stakeholders in 
projects include methods, such as interviews, forums, workshops and focus 
group discussions, as well as various digital tools, such as virtual reality, so-
cial media, gaming or building information modelling systems (Toukola & 
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Ahola, 2022). As the goals of user engagement and the possibilities to affect 
project plans or outcomes vary throughout the project lifecycle, so does user 
engagement take different forms. 

The project front end is an important phase of the project lifecycle because 
there the possibilities to affect project plans and outcomes are oftentimes the 
highest (Zerjav et al., 2021). Especially in public projects, the users can be 
engaged, for example, in the zoning process of new living areas, as they of-
ten involve an opportunity for users to state their opinion on the planning. 
Moreover, some municipalities have used participatory budgeting processes 
(Sintomer et al., 2012), where users can directly decide which projects are 
implemented in their neighbourhoods. Many of the studies in the project front-
end phase, however, concentrate on the collaboration between public and pri-
vate sector actors (i.e., internal stakeholders) (e.g., Candel et al., 2021; Toukola 
et al., 2023) and how projects should be managed for the best outcome. Mu-
nicipalities represent users’ voices in these settings; thus, there is a signifcant 
risk of missing users’ opinions in project plans if they are not engaged at the 
project front end. 

The project implementation phase concentrates on implementing the 
project, based on the decisions made at the project front end. The focus 
here is mostly on cost-effcient management of the project in terms of time, 
budget and scope. For example, previous studies have focused on the co-
ordination mechanism among various stakeholders (such as contractors, 
suppliers, developers and consultants) (e.g., Hedborg & Rosander, 2024), 
and Hietajärvi et al. (2017) concluded that integration needs between 
stakeholders often decrease when the project proceeds to implementation. 
Implementing organisations are, however, responsible for communicating 
with users, especially in the case of public infrastructure projects, to build 
trust and legitimacy (Di Maddaloni & Sabini, 2022). The implementation 
phase places high emphasis on project plans, and there is often little room 
for users to affect the project at this stage, which might explain the scarcity 
of such studies. 

Finally, the project proceeds to the finalisation and use phases after the 
project has been handed over to the customer. Here, the warranty period 
starts, and the contractor is often responsible for the project outcome for 
a number of years to come. The users’ voices can be argued to amplify, as 
when the use of the building starts, some errors can often be found. Pre-
vious studies on project management in this phase have concentrated on 
project learning-related aspects, that is, what stakeholders learnt from the 
project and what they could have done better in future projects (Hartmann 
& Dorée, 2015). However, users’ viewpoints are often neglected, and 
more studies should concentrate on addressing the longer impacts of 
projects and whether the project creates long-term sustainable value 
for users. 
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Research method 

Research design 

Due to the explorative nature of this study, a multiple case study research 
design was chosen. This research design enables the formation of a deep un-
derstanding through the collection of in-depth data from several informants 
(Yin, 2014). The cases of this study are two public construction projects, and 
the unit of analysis is the user engagement practices in these projects. The 
case study design resembles a common process approach (Eisenhardt, 2021) 
in which the same focal phenomenon is studied purposefully in different set-
tings. In particular, the two cases focus on different phases of the project 
lifecycle, enabling us to study the practices of user engagement in two differ-
ent settings. This way, the two cases complement each other, as visualised in 
Figure 5.1. We anticipate that examining user engagement during both the 
front-end phase (Zerjav et al., 2021) and the fnalisation phase is valuable, as 
project outcomes are often most affected during these stages. 

The goal of SchoolProject is the renovation of a primary school in a rela-
tively remote suburb of a middle-sized city. The school facilities have been 
built in three phases: in the late 1960s, the late 1980s and the early 2000s. In 
addition to the primary school, several other public services, such as a local 
library and youth services, are provided in the same facilities. Outside school 
hours, the facilities are also used by different user groups, clubs etc. Conse-
quently, the renovation project is of interest to many different user groups. 
We studied the early planning phase of SchoolProject, in which user groups’ 
needs and expectations for the project were identifed by the city. 

FIGURE 5.1 Case projects and the lifecycle phase they address 

Source: Authors. 
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CommunityProject concerns the construction of a new community centre 
building in a Finnish municipality with approximately 40,000 inhabitants. 
This is one of the biggest projects the municipality has ever implemented, 
being also innovative as it is built out of wood. The building is designed for 
high school use; however, the adult education centre, music institute and 
some other smaller groups operate on the same premises. Thus, similarly to 
SchoolProject, the premises are shared among various user groups. The pro-
ject has been completed, and the new building has been in use since autumn 
2023. We studied the fnalisation and use phases of CommunityProject, to 
identify how different users’ interests were considered in the completed 
building. 

Data collection and analysis 

Data were collected in spring 2023 (SchoolProject) and autumn 2023 (Com-
munityProject) through semi-structured interviews. Altogether, 15 interviews 
were conducted (Table 5.1). The interviewees covered both user and client 
perspectives on the two case projects. In addition, in the SchoolProject case, 
we interviewed the consultancy company involved in the user engagement 
process, and in the CommunityProject case, we interviewed the contractor 
representatives. The list of interviewees was considered suffcient for this study 
because it includes the majority of key actors representing the buyer and user 

TABLE 5.1 Background Information on Interviewees and Interviews 

Interviewee Stakeholder group Duration 
(min) 

SchoolProject 
Coordinator Municipality 60 
Youth services representative User 49 
Consultant External consultant 52 
Library representative User 32 
School principal User 60 
Youth services representative User 48 

CommunityProject 
Head of project management Contractor 54 
Principal, High school User 59 
Principal, Adult education centre User 84 
Project manager Contractor 69 
Production engineer Contractor 88 
Head of facility services Municipality representative/user 38 
Responsible supervisor Contractor 64 
Project manager Municipality representative/user 75 
Head of educational administration Municipality representative/user 50 
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perspectives to the projects. In terms of the size of the projects, the number 
of interviews was considered suffcient to make meaningful conclusions in 
terms of the focus of this study. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. 
Moreover, some publicly available data were utilised to verify key facts, and 
in the SchoolProject case, we also obtained the results of the engagement 
process conducted earlier for the municipality inhabitants. Preliminary results 
were discussed with municipalities’ representatives to enhance validity and 
reliability. 

The interview outline covered the following topics: the interviewees’ back-
ground, background of the project, current situation in the project and project 
timeline; user engagement practices utilised throughout the project lifecycle, 
interviewees’ experiences of user engagement and perceptions of the overall 
success of the project so far. The interview structure was slightly altered de-
pending on the interviewee and the project. For example, in SchoolProject, 
we focused on user engagement practices in the front-end phase and expec-
tations expressed by the users. In CommunityProject, we focused on engage-
ment in the fnalisation and use phases; thus, we could also discuss how the 
users’ needs were eventually considered in the fnal building. 

Finally, the data analysis proceeded by exploring the data freely to provide 
a holistic understanding of the two cases. We then specifcally coded the data 
inductively in terms of the user engagement practices utilised, the timing of 
user engagement and interviewees’ perceptions of such practices. Illustrative 
quotes are employed throughout the chapter to create connections between 
the conclusions and the data. The quotations have been altered slightly to 
improve meaning and clarity. To protect the interviewees’ privacy, the quotes 
are anonymised. 

Results 

User engagement at the project front end: SchoolProject 

The user engagement process of SchoolProject began in late 2022. The organ-
isation responsible for developing the project was the property management 
services of the city. User engagement was led by the property services as well. 
However, to conduct user engagement in a comprehensive manner, the city 
collaborated with a consultancy company specialising in user engagement. 

User engagement took place in various ways in the front-end phase of 
SchoolProject. Methods for identifying user expectations included user in-
terviews, a workshop, a survey and an information event. By pursuing user 
engagement in different ways, the city, with signifcant help from the consul-
tancy company, could reach a range of user groups in the front-end phase. To 
promote participation in the user engagement process, the process was pro-
moted on local media, on social media and through ‘traditional offine ways’. 
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The user interviews were targeted at different user groups in the school 
facilities. Examples of interviewed user groups included personnel of the 
school, library and youth services, and representatives of local clubs and as-
sociations. Altogether, more than 20 user interviews were conducted by the 
consultancy company. Due to the relatively low number of interviews and 
the targeted nature of interviews as a form of user engagement, the interviews 
enabled a deep focus on the needs and expectations of specifc user groups. 
As one interviewee explained, ‘The user interviews felt more in time [than the 
other forms of user engagement]. You really had the opportunity to describe 
and explain [e.g., your wishes to the interviewers]’. 

In contrast to the individual characteristics of the user interviews, the user 
workshop enabled the discussion of user expectations in a collaborative 
manner. The main goal of the workshop was to ideate and discuss users’ 
wishes for the renovated school facilities, especially outside school hours. 
The workshop featured both individual and group work. As a representative of 
the consultancy company explained, ‘First, the participants of the workshop 
ideated individually. Then, the individual ideas were discussed and prioritised 
in small groups. – And after the workshop, we took the written documenta-
tion, transferred it to the digital system and analysed the fndings’. The work-
shop attracted more than 20 participants, most of whom were local residents, 
employees or users of the school facilities. The workshop fndings revealed 
three main areas of users’ expectations: cosiness of the school yard, fexible 
use of the school facilities (especially outside school hours) and the need for 
better facilities for the local youth. 

The third form of user engagement was a survey. Compared to the user 
interviews and the workshop, this form of user engagement enabled a signif-
cantly higher number of local people to bring up their viewpoints to the user 
engagement process. Round 150 people responded to the survey. Illustrative 
groups of respondents included users of the library, residents of nearby neigh-
bourhoods, parents of school pupils and users of the sports hall. The wide 
range of survey respondents enabled the identifcation of diverse expectations 
for the renovation project. In addition, as explained by a representative of the 
consultancy company, the survey enabled the ‘validation of the fndings from 
the user interviews and the user workshop’. 

The fourth and fnal form of user engagement was a user event. The purpose 
of this event was to communicate the main results of the user engagement 
process and the next steps of the project preparations to interested citizens. 
In terms of user engagement, this event was mainly about unidirectionally 
informing the citizens and lacked depth in the discussions. 

The four forms of user engagement discussed above – user interviews, 
workshop, survey and user event – illustrate the versatile forms of user en-
gagement conducted at the front end of SchoolProject. These four forms were 
mostly led by the consultancy company. Partly simultaneously with this early 
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phase of user engagement, and especially immediately following it, early pro-
ject planning began with the establishment of a planning group. This group 
comprised representatives of different city functions, and its frst task was to 
create a preliminary project plan for authorisation by the city council. Conse-
quently, the early work of the planning group also included elements of user 
engagement – especially consideration of user viewpoints. On one hand, the 
planning group had to consider the needs and expectations of the offcial 
organisational user groups of the project (e.g., school, library and youth 
services). On the other hand, the viewpoints raised by citizens and other user 
groups had to be considered as well. However, in this early phase of project 
planning, only a preliminary project plan was created, and the needs of the 
organisational user groups were prioritised. 

In addition to describing the different forms of user engagement, the inter-
viewees described their perceptions of the user engagement process. In general, 
the versatile forms of user engagement were appreciated by many interviewees. 
The interviewees described an open, active and positive atmosphere in the user 
engagement events. Due to the versatile forms of user engagement and the role 
of the consultancy company, a wide range of project users were reached, and 
data on their expectations were collected. 

However, some interviewees raised two slightly more concerned view-
points. First, although getting several user expectations was praised numerous 
times, the novelty of these ideas was considered quite low. In addition, several 
interviewees brought up the risks of user disappointment if only quite a few 
user expectations could be fulflled in the renovation project: ‘There is always 
the risk that if people are actively engaged and listened to, but then nothing will 
happen in the end’. However, one of the more critical interviewees pondered 
in the following way: 

If the user engagement process was conducted to fgure out novel ideas, 
it was quite useless – but if it was conducted to make the people feel that 
they have been listened to and they are now happy, then it was defnitely 
worth the money and the effort. 

Finally, the early work of the planning group raised some concerns about 
different organisational user groups. In particular, a few interviewees raised 
the risk that the requirements of the most powerful organisational user group, 
the school, would override all other organisational user groups. As one inter-
viewee described, ‘The agenda of one meeting included nothing but issues of 
the school – [person X] was present, she did not say a word – I was present, I 
was not asked a single question’. 

Engaging in the fnalisation and use phases: CommunityProject 

The construction of CommunityProject started in 2021, but design planning 
of the building had begun already in 2014. In these early phases, the users 
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were engaged in various workshops, and fnally, in 2017, the users could 
participate in voting in the architectural competition, where the jury and the 
users reached the same conclusion regarding the winner concept. Thus, the 
foundation for the engagement had already been built, and all project stake-
holders agreed to engage users whenever appropriate. 

In the construction phase between 2021 and 2023, the main engage-
ment activities occurred from late 2022 to project handover in 2023. At the 
beginning of the project, a project management group was established that 
involved all main stakeholders of the project. In this management group, 
all possible problems and changes were discussed together, which actively 
reduced the workload and decision-making needs at the construction site. 
Altogether, the collaboration in the triad of the contractor, the municipality 
and users was considered clear and developed further as the project moved 
ahead. 

When the fnalisation phase approached, the intensity of user engagement 
also grew. Different types of meetings were organised between the stakehold-
ers, and the role of the high school principal was especially emphasised. 
The principal actively collected users’ needs and requirements and commu-
nicated these to the project management group. The role of such individuals 
was to collate a list of requirements from the fnal users and to flter and pri-
oritise the noticed issues. This way, the contractor could concentrate on the 
main tasks and evaluate what could be left for further consideration and fxed 
when the warranty period started. It was also important to separate the tasks 
based on what needed to be corrected by the contractor, which errors were 
design faults, and which issues were more like wishes for the future, typically 
not included in the project plan. 

As more straightforward examples of user engagement, several site vis-
its were organised for the users during the fnalisation phase. As there were 
various user groups (e.g., students and teachers of the high school, the adult 
education centre, the arts school and the music institute and employee of the 
cultural services of the municipality), it was important to consider all of them 
individually. For example, the adult education centre and music institute use 
special equipment in teaching (e.g., musical instruments or equipment for 
pottery classes). Due to the wide range of different user groups, it was not 
immediately clear how the spaces would function cohesively across all insti-
tutes. This issue persisted as a signifcant concern for users, necessitating the 
adoption of new methods for collaboration and planning. The users’ repre-
sentatives held joint meetings to discuss all requirements, which were then 
communicated to the contractor and municipality representatives. By visiting 
the almost completed building, the users could notify potential problem ar-
eas, some of which the contractor was still able to solve before the handover. 

The municipality project manager and the high school principal coordi-
nated the user engagement by deciding whom of the users were invited to 
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which training sessions. From the municipality side, a photographer was also 
involved in video recording of all the sessions (Contractor project manager). 

One of the larger entities that was left to the fnalisation phase was the 
choice of furniture. Here, the users chose a specifc group among themselves 
that made the choice from the furniture options. The users could not choose 
individual furniture pieces (such as chairs or tables) but had to make a choice 
from the set of various pieces of furniture. In some cases, this was problem-
atic as the fnal choice was eventually a compromise of various needs (e.g., 
what kind of chairs can be used by both the children and elderly people?). 
However, this was still considered a good practice, as the users felt like they 
were listened to. 

When the project proceeded to the handover in summer 2023, the in-
tensity of the project work grew. The contractor was in a hurry to fnalise all 
construction work and, at the same time, furnishing needed to be completed. 
The overlapping schedules were considered challenging. Teachers played a 
crucial role in furnishing and moving to the new premises, and they managed 
to complete the transfer before the summer holiday season. At this stage, care-
takers were a crucial user group, as they were responsible for maintaining the 
building’s technical functionality. The importance of the early engagement 
of this user group was emphasised several times for the successful use of the 
building. The contractor engaged the caretakers when training them in the 
use of technology, and these training sessions were also recorded for others 
to watch later. 

For round one and a half months, the users, furniture suppliers and several 
teachers in addition to high school principal were visiting the work site daily. 
We needed actively to coordinate our activities during that time (Contractor 
production manager). 

The contractor managed to hand over the building in summer 2023, with 
all major issues corrected. By the time of fnishing the interviews, there were 
still some defects in the building (e.g., visibility issues in the main audito-
rium) and some concerns were raised regarding the suffciency of the park-
ing spaces. Some issues (e.g., an additional loading ramp) were left for the 
municipality to decide later, but the building was fully functional when the 
use phase started in autumn. Based on early user feedback, for example, 
some additional coffee stations were added to some foors. Moreover, the 
signposts inside and outside the building were not completely ready in the 
beginning. However, the users seemed to be pleased and proud with their 
new community centre and how their voices were heard in various phases. 
User engagement was considered helpful from both the contractor and 
municipality sides, as the project would affect the lives of the users for many 
decades to come. 

When you go there [community centre] and encounter a seven-year-old 
pupil going to violin lesson, an elderly person going to pottery class, a high 
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school student or a politician, it feels special and something that is shared by 
all of us (Municipality worker). 

Discussion and conclusions 

Conclusions and implications for research 

In this explorative multiple case study, we examined user engagement in pub-
lic urban development projects. In particular, we aimed to answer the follow-
ing research question: How do municipalities engage users in different phases 
of construction project lifecycles? Our results contribute to the research 
stream of stakeholder engagement in projects (Eskerod et al., 2015; Kujala 
et al., 2022), especially from the perspective of user engagement throughout 
the project lifecycle. 

The results reveal various ways of user engagement in different phases of 
the project lifecycle, highlighting a ‘not one size fts all’ viewpoint to stake-
holder engagement. In SchoolProject, the focus was on the project front end, 
where a survey, user interviews, a workshop and a presentation session were 
utilised to engage users. Focus was on giving a voice to different user groups 
and on identifying users’ expectations for the upcoming renovation project. 
In CommunityProject, the focus was on the fnalisation phase of the project 
and the practices of user engagement consisted of various meetings, site visits 
and feedback collection practices. The results highlighted ways to ensure that 
the outcome of the project satisfed the needs and requirements of the users. 
Although most of the forms of user engagement identifed in this research 
have been discussed in earlier studies (e.g., Hedborg & Rosander, 2024; 
Lehtinen & Aaltonen, 2020; Sintomer et al., 2012; Toukola & Ahola, 2022), 
our fndings paint a more detailed picture of user engagement in different 
phases of a project lifecycle. In addition, our study contributes to the group of 
earlier studies discussing the heterogeneity of users and the delivery of value 
to them (Di Maddaloni & Sabini, 2022; Zerjav et al., 2021). 

Our results highlight variation in the intensity and nature of user en-
gagement, revealing how user engagement evolves throughout the project 
lifecycle. At the project front end, more comprehensive user engagement can 
take place, as decision makers aim to grasp several viewpoints. In the im-
plementation phase, contractors and project owners mostly focus on cost-
effcient management of the project according to project plans, which leaves less 
room for user engagement. However, there seem to be signifcant opportuni-
ties to engage users when reaching the fnalisation phase and even the early 
use phase. The importance of user feedback has been discussed in earlier 
research (Eskerod et al., 2015; Zerjav et al., 2021), but this study demonstrates 
how users can take various other roles in the engagement process. This study 
continues the nascent discussion on user engagement in project studies and 



 

 

 
 

 
 

76 Citizen Participation in Sustainable Urban Development 

contributes to the lifecycle view on projects (Vuorinen & Martinsuo, 2019). 
The study demonstrates that engaging various stakeholders is not only impor-
tant in the project front-end phase, but opportunities for value creation also 
occur in the later phases of a project lifecycle. 

Implications for practice and policy 

For project management practitioners, the results encourage user engagement 
to be included in project plans. The plans for user engagement should con-
sider different user groups and the different phases of a project lifecycle. Our 
results indicate how, especially early in the project, forms of user engagement 
can be more versatile so that the voices of the various user groups are ampli-
fed and several viewpoints are considered. When a project proceeds to the 
implementation phase, especially towards the fnalisation phase, more formal 
coordination of user engagement, such as meetings and feedback collection 
systems, might be required to effciently gather all concerns of the fnal users 
and prioritise the tasks. Moreover, this might mean identifying key people in 
all stakeholder groups (such as the principal in the CommunityProject case) 
whose task is to collect the feedback and communicate it to everyone else in 
the project organisation. 

This study suggests the vision and common goal of a project as an impor-
tant form of user engagement. The vision commits stakeholders to the project, 
and it may be easier to engage users if they feel that the project is ‘built for 
them’. For the project organisation, this implies that communicating with the 
users all the way from the early project front end builds commitment to the 
project and potentially increases its legitimacy in the eyes of the user groups. 
Even though user engagement might not bring any additional insights to pro-
ject plans, as is, the sole engagement has a value itself. 

Finally, for policy, public decision-making and urban planning, this study 
highlights the active collaboration among various stakeholders, and that re-
sources should be reserved for the user engagement process. When choos-
ing contractors for upcoming urban development projects, not all might be 
familiar with user engagement. The experience of user engagement in public 
projects could be included as one decision-making criterion. For urban de-
velopment on a larger scale, users’ voices should be considered better when 
developing the urban space to make more approachable spaces for everyone 
in the future. 
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EFFECTIVE DIGITAL CITIZEN 
PARTICIPATION PROCESSES 
IN URBAN DEVELOPMENT 
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Agnar Johansen and Alenka Temeljotov Salaj 

Introduction 

Urban development, supported by information and communication technology 
(ICT), is crucial for modern societal progress. A vital component of this vision 
for smarter cities is data-driven decision-making (Bouzguenda et al., 2019). 
Cities are increasingly adopting the citizen-centric approach to urbanisation 
(Batty et al., 2012), where digital technology facilitates citizen participation in 
urban development projects (UDPs). These processes are designed to refect 
the aspirations and values of the people rather than merely focusing on infra-
structure (Batty et al., 2012). An advantage of capitalising on this approach of 
citizen-centric urban development is the potential to meet the needs of the 
citizens and communities more effectively (Albino et al., 2015). Citizen input 
plays a signifcant role in shaping urban development (Senior et al., 2021, 
2023) and it is the responsibility of cities and UDPs to facilitate the citizen 
participatory processes to be planned with care (Berntzen & Johannessen, 
2016). 

Citizen participatory processes enable interactions between citizens, de-
cision-makers, and city administration. Traditionally, these processes were 
limited to mechanisms (Rowe & Frewer, 2004) which required the physical 
presence of citizens in venues such as town hall meetings, seminars, and 
workshops. In recent years, ICT use in cities has grown signifcantly, and as 
such, digital technologies and interactive tools are used to facilitate participa-
tory processes in cities (Bednarska-Olejniczak et al., 2019; Temeljotov-Salaj 
et al., 2020). Electronic-based participatory processes are generally defned 
as e-participation, encompassing citizens’ active and passive involvement 
(Sæbø et al., 2008). In general terms, digital citizen participation (DCP), 
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employed by smart cities, allows individuals to participate through fexible 
approaches and to become co-creators in the entire process of developing 
UDPs with the active involvement of citizens (Cortés-Cediel et al., 2021; 
Senior et al., 2021). Digital meetings, digital feedback, digital surveys, and 3D 
visualisation with questionnaires are commonly used for DCP (Criado et al., 
2013; Toukola & Ahola, 2022). Like other digital tools, DCP was even more 
pronounced during the pandemic due to COVID-19 restrictions on physical 
gatherings. Cities and UDPs were forced to adopt digital mechanisms of par-
ticipation. As such, different digital tools were designed to get feedback on 
the various processes through participation and allow citizens to facilitate the 
process (Temeljotov-Salaj et al., 2020). 

Engaging a wider audience through DCP introduces a diverse array of citizens, 
which requires tailored procedures to meet their unique needs and preferences 
(Bryson et al., 2013). Moreover, participatory processes with DCP that neglect 
certain critical factors exacerbate issues such as the digital divide and disem-
powerment arising from skill incompetence, particularly among individuals with 
limited digital competencies (Hill et al., 2015; Schmidt, 2023). Although DCP 
provides new opportunities for participation by reaching a wider audience and 
enabling broader participation (Macintosh, 2004), risks arise when participa-
tion fails to fulfl the core purpose of the participatory process (Nabatchi, 2012). 
These can lead to the use of DCP only as a means to demonstrate accountability 
(Kitchin, 2014), comply with legal mandates (Ringholm et al., 2018), or serve 
political agendas. Hence, it is crucial to understand different elements of DCP 
and mitigate the risk of DCP being considered ineffective despite several advan-
tages and possibilities (Macintosh, 2008). Addressing these challenges forms the 
basis of this research, which is guided by two key questions: 

RQ 1: What does it mean for a participatory process to be effective? 
RQ 2: How can digital citizen participation be effective? 

These research questions are answered following a detailed methodology 
presented in the later section of this study through interviews with stakehold-
ers, results from citizen surveys, and feld observation presented from two 
Norwegian UDPs as cases. 

Theoretical background 

Efective participation 

Effective participation is more than just involving citizens in decision-making 
processes. The idea of effectiveness in participation is multifaceted and con-
text-dependent (Rowe & Frewer, 2004). Rosener (1978) explained that partici-
pation is effective when its objectives are clearly defned, administrators are 
honest about their intentions, and citizens are reasonable in their demands. 
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Rowe and Frewer (2004) synthesised and defned effectiveness as “what works 
best when” (p. 549). The authors explained that effectiveness stems from ful-
flling the purpose of participation through the representativeness of the wider 
public. Rowe and Frewer (2005) added that the construct of the effectiveness of 
the participatory process is dependent on mechanisms of participation as “the 
particular mechanism chosen and the way the mechanism is applied”(Rowe 
& Frewer, 2005, p. 264). As such, the authors specifed context-dependent 
mechanism choice and application as the key to obtaining effective participa-
tion with the attributes of purpose and representativeness. This concept of par-
ticipatory mechanism choice can also be seen as related to Arnstein’s (1969) 
degree of citizen participation framework “The rungs of the ladder.” The author 
defned participatory mechanisms through a ladder spanning from no partici-
pation; to the middle levels of tokenism through information and consulting 
up to the highest level of citizen power in forms of citizen control (Arnstein, 
1969). Similar other typologies (IAP2, 2007; Ringholm et al., 2018) also dis-
cuss the degree of participation and the effectiveness of mechanisms in terms 
of the level of participation through a ladder-like typology. 

Another concept for contextual choice of mechanisms and design for specifc 
needs can be seen in terms of meaningful participation as defned by Sinclair 
(2004). The author highlighted that participation should be meaningful and 
effective for the involved people. This was done through the case of children’s 
participatory processes, where it is argued that for children to be involved, the 
participation would have to be crafted according to “children’s diverse needs 
for participation” (Sinclair, 2004, p. 112). Similar to this notion, participation 
with disabled children requires some degree of enjoyment to make the partici-
pation more meaningful and effective (Vänskä & Haataja, 2020). This is in line 
with fndings from Senior et al. (2023), where effectiveness is implied to be 
composed of the impact of the process on the participants themselves, whether 
the process impacted the participants’ awareness, attitudes, and satisfaction. 

To summarise, effectiveness in participation requires that the goals are cor-
rectly defned and participation values of “what” needs to be made explicit 
(Bidwell & Schweizer, 2021). There should be clarity of context for the use 
of the ftting mechanism (Rowe & Frewer, 2005) or designing the process 
(Bobbio, 2019) defned with “when.” To be effective through meaningful 
participation, consideration should be given to “whom” should be added. 
This chapter proposes an addition to the typology by (Rowe & Frewer, 2004) 
adding the meaningfulness component (Sinclair, 2004) as “What works best 
when and for whom?” as the framework in this study. 

Efective digital citizen participation 

Although DCP for urban planning and development was highlighted more 
after the COVID-19 pandemic (Hofstra et al., 2022), digital tools and ICT 
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were discussed well before for public participation. Macintosh (2004) gen-
eralised their report from 2003 on ICT and participation and defned four 
signifcant goals of DCP: reaching a wider audience to enable broader par-
ticipation, supporting the participation process, accessibility, and engage-
ment to enable more resounding contributions. If the effectiveness of DCP is 
looked at through the framework “What works best when and for whom?”, 
these components and dimensions defned by various studies can be seen 
in line with the broader design of DCP presented by Bobbio (2019). It is 
dependent on the contextual setting and requires the frst step to identify 
the contextual problem that the process is bound to solve and focus on the 
purpose (Bryson et al., 2013). The initial design phase of an effective DCP 
(Santamaria-Philco et al., 2019) would be where objectives are set, prob-
lems are identifed, and the purpose is defned according to the contextual 
setting (Bryson et al., 2013). The “what works best when” would be made 
explicit at the initial stage. 

The selection and use of mechanisms for digital participation should 
be designed in response to consideration of the purpose of the process for 
citizen group (Nabatchi, 2012), considering the explanation of the “whom.” 
This phase is essential for dissemination and providing information about the 
process to targeted citizens. This can be done with consideration of youth 
participation (Literat et al., 2018) or requirements specifc to the old popu-
lation (Reneland-Forsman, 2018) or “for whom?” the specifc participatory 
process is designed for. A design debate for the choice between “digital vs on-
site debate” (Bobbio, 2019) should be considered again at this stage. Another 
essential design principle highlighted was that the process should not be 
rigid; reanalysis and justifcation for redesigning according to the specifc 
needs should be there (Bryson et al., 2013). 

Research design 

This study’s research design follows an interpretative case study design in line 
with Walsham (1995). The methodological approach for this chapter con-
sisted of primary feld data from two rounds of interviews with stakeholders 
related to each project and triangulating them to the results of citizen surveys 
and feld observation. Seven key stakeholders were interviewed, including 
four from the Fjordbyen project in Lier Municipality and three from the 
Torskeholmen project in Grimstad Municipality. 

The frst round of interviews was done with members of Eidos (the 
public-private-people partnership company overseeing the project) and 
city council personnel from Lier in March 2022. The second round of inter-
views was done with project leaders and city council staff from Grimstad 
in April 2022. Fjordbyen was selected as a case due to an extensive survey, 
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where youth were given a different survey than the ones in general. The 
interviews for Fjordbyen were procured through existing contacts within 
the project already known to the authors. In the case of the Torskeholmen 
project, the contacts in this project resulted from introductions made by 
a member of the Fjordbyen team who had also been working with the 
Torskeholmen project. 

The contacts in the Fjordbyen project consisted of planning and leader-
ship personnel in Eidos, an architect who has worked on the project previ-
ously, the mayor of the town involved in the project, and a member of the 
local council’s planning department. The purpose of interviewing the Eidos 
personnel was to provide narrative context. This group was also primarily 
responsible for developing the two citizens’ surveys. They were also respon-
sible for disseminating and applying the survey results to the ongoing plan. 
The Architect was interviewed due to their involvement in the early stages 
of the project. The members of the planning group and the city mayor were 
interviewed to understand the motivation for involving citizens in more depth 
and the impact of the survey. 

In Grimstad, a member of the development team was interviewed. They 
were interviewed in the same capacity as the Eidos staff were in Fjordbyen. 
The Managing Director of Grimstad City Council was also interviewed, 
along with a member of the planning department, both of whom were 
interviewed in the same context as the council staff members interviewed 
in Fjordbyen. 

Field observation was performed by investigating the overall narrative 
behind the development of each project. Further documentation from the 
results of citizen surveys conducted in both cases was also analysed for this 
study. This is presented as a model in Figure 6.1, along with the theoretical 
viewpoint and observed pattern in the case study performed. 

FIGURE 6.1 Interpretative case study research design (based on Walsham, 1995) 
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Case study profles 

Lier and the Fjordbyen project 

The area of Lier and Drammen is approximately 38 kilometres from Norway’s 
capital city of Oslo and is situated near (and in the case of Drammen, on) the 
Drammensfjord. Lier itself has a population of nearly 22,000 people, whilst 
Drammen has around 102,000 inhabitants (Fjordbyen Lier og Drammen, 
2021). The vision of Fjordbyen was established in November 2006, and Eidos 
was given the mandate that it needed to start up the next stage of the process. 
The original plan presented on 17 November 2006 had 1000 houses; today’s 
plan includes 16,000 houses (Fjordbyen Lier og Drammen, 2021). A concept 
illustration for the planned project is presented in Figure 6.2. 

The Fjordbyen project is located on the shoreline in the Drammensfjord 
and represents, in effect, the development of a new neighbourhood or a 
small city. Fjordbyen will also feature artifcial islands, a marina, parks for 
recreation, and a maritime centre. The new development aims to transform 
220,000 m2 of brownfeld land into a zero-emission urban area that is a green 
and future-oriented, zero-emission urban area (Fjordbyen Lier og Drammen, 
2021). While more than 15 years in the planning, the project in its current form 
began in 2002. Construction in the area began in 2019, with the groundwork 
for the Drammen Hospital and the construction of a new railroad station. 

Citizen participation was an essential part of the development of Fjordbyen. 
The initial plan (workshops, public hearings, etc.) could not be executed due 
to COVID-19. However, surveys reinforced that the project priorities broadly 

FIGURE 6.2 Fjordbyen early stage concept illustration (Fjordbyen Lier og Drammen, 
2021) 
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refected the needs and opinions of potential future residents. During the 
planning stage of Fjordbyen, Eidos and their consultants conducted two ex-
tensive citizen surveys. In 2020, two surveys were conducted with residents 
of Lierfjord about what qualities they would consider most important in a 
future neighbourhood or city development. 

The frst survey was conducted in April 2020 with young population (aged 
13–19) and received 233 responses. The second survey consisted of 2407 re-
spondents, with half of them being between 46–65 years of age and mainly 
spread equally in terms of gender balance (Fjordbyen Lier og Drammen, 2021). 

The Grimstad project 

The municipality of Grimstad has a population of approximately 23,000, with 
Grimstad town as the administrative centre. The area has a long tradition of be-
ing an area for fshing (GEU, 2022). With local industry being primarily focused 
on the maritime industry, the municipality is surrounded by islands and has 
a historic harbour, market square, and Grimstad Church. The redevelopment 
project in Grimstad shares qualities similar to Fjordbyen in that it has a lengthy 
planning process and hopes to achieve comparable results in new residential 
and commercial areas. The municipality is the landowner and owns the build-
ings and harbour, with large parts of the wharf facility falling into disrepair. 
Improvements to the area are becoming increasingly urgent (GEU, 2022). Re-
vitalising the fjordside area, the project works with Grimstad Municipality to 
further develop Grimstad into an attractive city to live, work, and study for 
future generations. The concept art for this has been demonstrated in Figure 6.3. 

FIGURE 6.3 Concept art for the redevelopment of Torskeholmen (GEU, 2022) 
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Out of several such revitalisation projects in Grimstad, one example is 
the development of the fjord side area of Torskeholmen. The plan fnalised 
in 2019 hopes to deliver an improved harbour area, zero-emissions infra-
structure where feasible, and to meet the anticipated needs of residents for 
a more attractive wharf, meeting places, parks, attractive urban spaces, and 
leisure-focused commercial installations such as cafes and restaurants (GEU, 
2022). Due to COVID-19, the participation scheme for Torskeholmen was 
changed from a planned public meeting to a digital survey. The consultant 
frm Asplan-Viak conducted the poll. A total of 3474 replies were obtained 
from the digital survey, which is over 14% of Grimstad’s total population 
(23,891) in 2020 (Grimstad municipality, 2021). Strong messages like “What 
will Torskeholmen become in future?” (Asplan-Viak, 2020) were prompt 
questions, and the survey revolved around tangible things that citizens wanted 
from the development project. 

Results 

As mentioned, effectiveness in DCP can stem from a greater number of 
citizen involvement or different groups of citizens being involved through 
careful consideration of the needs for participation and depends on the goal 
of the DCP. For both the cases involved in this study, effectiveness meant the 
involvement of a larger number of citizens and citizen groups to account for 
different voices of citizens as users of future developments to be heard in 
the projects. This section further discusses the results of citizen surveys and 
interviews from the case studies performed. 

In the case of Lier, the frst survey showed that young people (13–19 years 
old) wanted access to restaurants, school cycle routes, and festivals, as well 
as easy access from Fjordbyen to Oslo and Drammen (Fjordbyen Lier og 
Drammen, 2021). The respondents from the second survey were interested 
in the possibilities for hiking and green areas. There was also considerable 
emphasis on the importance of having neighbourhoods designed to be safe 
for families and the older generation. The surveys were primarily conducted 
online by general invitation via the local school network for the frst survey 
on youth and by text message to all citizens with a registered address in Lier 
for the second and more exhaustive survey (Fjordbyen Lier og Drammen, 
2021). Similarly, results from the Grimstad case show that people want de-
velopment in one form or another at Torskeholmen. There are many strong 
opinions about how the area should be developed. There is a big differ-
ence between the preferred option for those over and under 50 years of age 
(Asplan-Viak, 2020). A positive effect of this type of participation was that far 
more young adults participated than usual in such processes (Asplan-Viak, 
2020). The summary results from citizen surveys are provided for both cases 
in Table 6.1. 



 
  

 
 

  

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  
  

  
 

 
  
 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

TABLE 6.1 Overview of Citizen Survey Results for Both Case 

Location Context Participation 
mechanism 

Participants/ 
respondents 

Municipal goal Main highlights Key characteristics 

Fjordbyen – Lier 
(Fjordbyen Lier 

og Drammen, 
2021) 

Transforming a 
brownfeld 
industrial area 
into a sustainable 
mixed-use 
neighbourhood 
to attract capital 
and citizens 

Citizen 
surveys for 
youth aged 
13–19 

233 Unveil local 
citizens’ 
expectations 
for the new 
development 
area from the 
perspective of 
young people 

Outdoor areas for 
relaxation 

Access to restaurants 
Easy train and bus access 
School cycle route 
Outdoor areas 

Use of Facebook and 
Instagram using short 
videos 

Use of local school 
networks 

Qualitative and 
quantitative, open-
ended questionnaire 

Citizen 
survey for 
the general 
population 

2407 Unveil local 
citizens’ 
expectations for 
the new 
development 
area 

Hiking trails for walking 
and running 

Access to open green 
areas for leisure 

Neighbourhoods for 
children and the elderly 

Kindergarten and schools 
Public health services 

Text messages to citizens 
Different questionnaires 

from the young ones 
Qualitative and 

quantitative, open-
ended questionnaire 

Torskeholmen – 
Grimstad 
(Asplan-Viak, 
2020) 

Urban 
redevelopment 
project 

Transforming a 
fshing and 
harbour area 
into a sustainable 
mixed-use 
neighbourhood 
and commercial 
space 

Citizen 
survey 

3474 Develop Grimstad 
into an attractive 
city to live, 
work, and study 
in for future 
generations 

Outdoor seating, food 
services, and restaurants 

Meeting places, jetties, 
parks, and bathing 

Public bath (sea bath, 
sauna) 

Fish reception and fsh 
sales 

Boat moorings 
Vegetation and green 

space 

Qualitative questionnaire 
Open-ended and closed-

ended questions 
Live meetings, SMS and 

social media, project 
website 

Incentives for 
participation 

Visual cues for 
development 
alternatives using “2D” 
and “3D” designs 

Efective D
igital C

itizen Particip
ation Processes 

8
9
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Problem identifcation and clarity on purpose 

Despite both projects being quite different in scope and contextual purpose, 
their motivations for citizen engagement were broadly the same. In the case 
of Fjordbyen, this was primarily due to the mandatory requirements of UDP. 
When addressing this process with Eidos, they viewed this as an embedded 
part of the process. According to one of the project leaders, Fjordbyen was 
planned as a zero-emission community at the concept stage, and according 
to the team at Eidos, the optimal use of the available space and planning of 
facilities ensured that involving citizens was crucial. 

In the case of Grimstad, whilst sharing similar motivations to those of 
Fjordbyen, they also had a cultural dimension to consider. As mentioned ear-
lier, the bay in Grimstad is partially occupied by fshermen who have fshed 
in the same bay for several generations. According to the municipality’s Chief 
Executive, this posed practical challenges for the redevelopment. The munici-
pality and redevelopment partners wanted to utilise the bay better for boat 
traffc and tourism, which would require moving the fshing grounds further 
around the bay, supporting them with better facilities than they have today. 
However, the historical placement of the fsherman places a cultural chal-
lenge in implementing this change. According to one of the project managers: 

The people on the boats are an important part of the city, even for people 
who don’t fsh. It’s a part of the landscape. By involving citizens, we can 
help to fnd the best route possible to make this change by allowing citizens 
to be heard. It won’t completely solve this problem, but I hope it shows that 
we and the Municipality do care, even if the decision is a hard one. 

Representatives from both the Fjordbyen and Grimstad projects also made 
clear in their interviews that they did not want citizen engagement mecha-
nisms to be tokenistic as in the middle pillars of Arnstein (1969) but to provide 
genuine citizen input into each project. When summing up the motivations 
of each project, they all shared the need for legislative compliance and a 
genuine desire to involve citizens. The latter aspects are multifaceted in their 
aim, ranging from ensuring a positive level of public relations on the project 
and attempting to optimise each one for its future residents best. How they 
differ, however, is that Grimstad placed a greater emphasis on navigating the 
cultural challenges posed by their urban redevelopment project by ensuring 
that citizens’ voices were a part of the plan going forward. 

Selection of mechanism and participatory process 

Beyond the mere motivations for the development of the survey in terms of 
developing the project plans further, it was also essential to understand the 
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intentions of the citizens in terms of their feeling included in the planning 
process and impacting their views and opinions on the project more broadly 
and by using a survey with citizens (as well as other tools such as involving 
the press, city labs, and others), it provided scope to make diffcult cultural 
decision, which, whilst not necessarily famous, are not done in a Draconian 
fashion and ignoring the needs of residents. According to the team at Eidos 
and the architect interviewed, what this entailed was not evident in Norwe-
gian legislation, which allowed them to take advantage of this fexibility. This 
aspect was essential during COVID-19, resulting in some of their engagement 
tools (workshops, public hearings, etc.) being scrapped in favour of purely 
online engagement. 

In Fjordbyen, whilst Eidos and the municipality were keen to listen to the 
opinions of all demographics, they focused very specifcally on young peo-
ple, even offering them a separate survey. According to the mayor of Lier, this 
was due to the longitudinal aspect of the project. The project’s plan will take 
several decades to realise fully. Given this context, today’s teenagers will be 
potential adult residents of a more complete Fjordbyen. This did not mean 
that older demographics were less relevant, however. 

The mayor and the team at Eidos were keen to account for all demographics 
of residents, as their needs will help the project develop a more egalitarian 
new community that represents as many people as possible as their needs 
will be broadly the same, even if they do not eventually live there themselves. 
The original plan, however, was not to necessarily have the citizen survey as 
the only tool to gauge the project’s progress. They originally wanted to com-
plement this data with public hearings and workshops. However, a consulting 
architect said, “the Covid-19 pandemic required us to change our approach 
to our study. A survey became our only choice, so we had to make sure we 
gained as much as possible from it.” 

The Grimstad project had similar intentions but incorporated a cultural 
duty of care. This was also highlighted in their questionnaire design, where 
people were asked what tangible things they wanted from the city centre. 
Other design elements included questions about cultural preferences, such 
as “What do they like most about the city centre today?” and development 
alternatives with visual cues for choosing alternatives. Open-ended comment-
based questions were also used. 

Discussion 

This theoretical foundation, rooted to Rowe and Frewer (2005), typology of 
“What works best when” highlighted that effectiveness in participatory pro-
cesses requires selecting appropriate mechanisms that best suit the context 
and problem. This study synthesised and extended the discussion of effec-
tiveness to include the needs of participants for meaningful participation 
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(Senior et al., 2023; Sinclair, 2004). While the typology discusses contextual 
clarity and problem identifcation as prerequisites of effective participation, 
adding the “for whom?” concept addresses the necessity of participants for 
meaningful participation before participatory mechanisms are selected. 

Both cases demonstrated the potential of DCP to generate a more 
signifcant representation than traditional methods. The cases adopted DCP, 
the most feasible solution for participatory processes during the pandemic. 
Fjordbyen and Grimstad capitalised on the shift to DCP as an opportunity to 
include broader and often underrepresented audiences at town hall meetings 
and seminars, such as youths and young participants. In Fjordbyen, specially 
designing the survey for young participants (13–19) became a strategic deci-
sion to plan development and UDPs for future generations. As discussed in the 
theory, this tailored approach to participation adds to the effectiveness of par-
ticipation (Sinclair, 2004), making it meaningful to the participant. This can be 
explained as the “for whom?” approach to effectiveness. The redevelopment 
project in Grimstad highlighted the importance of DCP in engaging a broader 
section of the population, with more than 14% of the municipal population 
participating. In Grimstad, the more extensive involvement was seen due to 
the cultural dimensions of existing settlements under redevelopment. At the 
same time, Fjordbyen is an entirely new neighbourhood built on a brownfeld 
site without existing residents. The project extended its citizen participation 
efforts to the nearby town of Drammen, which was expected to form part of 
the future diaspora to Fjordbyen in Lier Municipality. This approach to defn-
ing the participant pool broadens the scope of DCP, but this can be further 
discussed in future research about who shall consist of “for whom?” considera-
tions of effective participation. 

Effective DCP demonstrates the capacity to offer fexibility in participa-
tion and provide relevant information with fexibility and detail (Macintosh, 
2008); moreover, the designability of the DCP mechanism (Bouzguenda 
et al., 2019) is a crucial aspect. This study agreed with the notion that effec-
tiveness in DCPs is the attribute of the design of DCPs (Bobbio, 2019) and has 
framed the fndings in four headings, illustrated as a model in Figure 6.1 of 
this study. The frst two steps of problem identifcation and contextual clarity 
have been discussed in both cases in detail, emphasising the motivation and 
intentions of the participatory process not to be tokenistic. The use and devel-
opment of tools like visual design and cues, 3D maps, and visualisation were 
emphasised to include designability to DCP. This allowed citizens to visualise 
proposed developments better and provide feedback on tangible aspects of 
the UDP, to understand the future urban environment better and generate 
deeper cultural and contextual responses. Although through the approach 
of DCP, broader participation with more voices in terms of the number of 
participants was discussed, it can be argued that using visual cues and 3D 
visualisations in surveys was ineffective for people with less digital skills. This 
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leads to risks like leaving people with low competence in digital technolo-
gies with no voice in development, although more than 14% of people were 
represented. Another risk associated with over-reliance on DCP with more 
digital tools presents people with an idealised and utopian urban landscape. 
This can lead to unrealistic expectations and distrust in the participatory 
process due to outcome differences. Nonetheless, redesigning participatory 
processes or DCP through an iterative design was not presented in detail. This 
was due to the short period of data collection in the cases. A longitudinal case 
study design with a specifc focus on redesign and effectiveness as the project 
changes are made according to results presented by DCP can be studied to 
determine the implications of redesign for DCP’s effectiveness. 

In conclusion, DCP, as a participatory tool, has the potential to produce 
effective participation for future UDPs, contributing to smarter development 
and progress. Effective DCP is essential for moving beyond superfcial en-
gagement to empowered and meaningful involvement. This chapter pre-
sented fundamental principles of effectiveness in DCP, supported by case 
studies that, while rooted in the Norwegian context, offer insights applicable 
to a wide range of UDPs. However, applying these fndings must be carefully 
adapted to each UDP’s specifc needs and contexts. 

Implications for practice and policy 

Firstly, DCP opens possibilities for the inclusion of a wider audience. DCP 
should not be a workaround but a deliberate choice to include broader 
groups, like the younger population, who are more likely to be engaged with 
digital tools. 

Secondly, DCP needs to account for cultural dimensions and design pro-
cesses that respect local values, tailoring participatory processes to specifc 
problems of the local context. DCP, with specifc clarity on purpose and tar-
geting the problem identifed, enhances the relevance and acceptance of par-
ticipation initiatives, as demonstrated by the cases chosen in this chapter. 

Moreover, the selection of mechanisms for participation, like digital sur-
veys and meetings, should be done with special care to effectiveness, as a 
framework for a “one size fts all” approach to DCP may not be effective due 
to the varying needs of participants. The typology “What works best when and 
for whom?” can be used to design meaningful and effective processes that 
empower people to become active contributors and a part of planning UDPs. 
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SUSTHACK 

Hackathons as a model of citizen participation 
in innovating for sustainable urban development 

Mikhail Ola Adisa, Shola Oyedeji, Sian Lun Lau, 

Introduction 

Cities around the world are facing rising problems of rapid urbanisation, 
climate change, and shrinking resources. As a result, the need for innova-
tive solutions that support sustainable urban development is higher than ever. 
Governments and urban planners rely on technology to address issues like en-
ergy effciency, waste management, water conservation, mobility, and social 
equity. In this context, innovating for sustainable urban development can 
improve urban living through digital technologies and citizen engagement 
(Lee et al., 2023; Trischler et al., 2023). The involvement of citizens in the 
innovation process plays a critical role in addressing many societal issues and 
creating value for both communities and the environment. Citizens’ partici-
pation in co-identifying, co-creating, prioritising, feld-testing, and assessing 
the impact of sustainable urban solutions can drive noticeable improvements 
in urban life while accelerating the transition towards greener cities (Anthony, 
2023; Trischler et al., 2023). 

One effective method of catalysing innovation for sustainable urban 
development with citizen engagement is through hackathons as a model 
for collaborative innovation (Porras et al., 2019). Traditionally, hackathons 
are associated with the tech industry as an intensive, time-bound event 
where participants collaboratively solve problems using technology and 
creativity. Scholars have noted the potential of hackathons to transcend 
the typical techno-innovation and entrepreneurial focus, transforming 
them into inclusive, community-based events that address sustainability 
challenges at the local or global level (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014; Perng 
et al., 2018; Porras et al., 2019). Hackathons that focus on sustainability 
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can mobilise tech enthusiasts and stakeholders to address local urban 
challenges collaboratively, ultimately fostering a symbiotic relationship 
between city planners, researchers, and citizens in co-designing urban de-
velopment strategies (Adisa et al., 2023; Pogačar & Žižek, 2016). 

As the epicentres of global growth, cities are expected to take on signifcant 
roles in meeting sustainability goals and addressing the triple planetary (climate 
change, biodiversity loss, and pollution) challenges threatening human and 
environmental well-being (World Bank, 2023). Previous studies have explored 
different ways to engage citizens, such as focus groups, town hall meetings, 
workshops, community surveys, public consultations, advocacy, and social 
media (Anthony, 2023; Johnson & Robinson, 2014). These methods help mo-
bilise communities and encourage dialogue, compilation of diverse ideas, and 
collective action for community development. However, these existing meth-
ods fall short of seeing citizens as a techno-innovation design source. Citizens 
have been identifed as a strong source of socio-technical innovation to tackle 
unsustainable practices like mobility, energy, consumption, housing, water, 
food, and related challenges (Trischler et al., 2023) through citizens-driven 
multi-stakeholder participation. As such, hackathons stand out as a socio-
technical model of engagement that focuses on rapid innovation, collabora-
tion, and competition (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014; Porras et al., 2019) while 
also including features such as structured process, brainstorming, teamwork, 
inclusivity, and outcome-oriented. 

The advancements in information and communication technologies (ICT) 
provide new opportunities for citizen participation in sustainable urban de-
velopment. Citizen participation is crucial for achieving the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Specifcally, SDG 7 (ensuring afford-
able and clean energy effciency), SDG 11 (making cities and communities 
sustainable), SDG 12 (ensuring sustainable consumption and production), 
and SDG 13 (taking steps to combat climate change and associated impacts). 
Mobile apps, IoT, AI, big data analytics, and web portals can facilitate 
collective action by empowering citizens for actions and connecting them 
with policymakers (Adisa et al., 2024; Pogačar & Žižek, 2016). Furthermore, 
the adoption of hackathons as a socio-technical model for urban innovation 
has yet to be fully realised, especially in terms of integrating non-technical 
participants, such as policymakers and citizens. Citizens’ participation in 
hackathons can help identify and prioritise local issues while balancing the 
competing interests of technologists, policymakers, and the community. By 
bridging this gap, hackathons provide a valuable opportunity to co-design 
sustainable urban solutions, combining top-down government-led and 
bottom-up citizen-driven efforts. 

This chapter explores the role of hackathons as a model of citizen par-
ticipation in urban innovation, responding to the increasing need for citizen-
driven, innovative approaches to sustainable urban management (Anthony, 
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2023; Pogačar & Žižek, 2016). This study aims to answer the following re-
search question: 

• How do hackathons facilitate citizen participation in sustainable urban 
development? 

The remainder of the chapter is organised as follows: the second section 
covers background literature, the third section covers methodology, the fourth 
section describes examples of hackathon solutions, the ffth section covers 
the discussions, and the sixth section concludes with implications for practice 
and policy. 

Background 

Hackathon originated from the words ‘hack’ and ‘marathon’ (Briscoe & Mulligan, 
2014). The primary goal of hackathons is ‘fnding a solution.’ Researchers 
have defned hackathon in various ways: as an intensive gathering that brings 
together developers, programmers, designers, and technology enthusiasts to 
collaboratively conceptualise software solutions and showcase a prototype 
application to solve a specifed problem (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014; Zapico 
et al., 2013); as a practical way of solving real-life problems that are built on 
innovation, collaboration, and creative thinking (Porras et al., 2019); as a par-
ticipatory platform to bring participants together to collaborate on addressing 
shared challenges of interest (Götzen et al., 2020). Hackathons usually last 
between one and fve days. 

Hackathons format 

Hackathons can be technology-focused or issues-focused (Briscoe & Mulligan, 
2014; Heller et al., 2023). A technology-focused hackathon is organised 
by tech companies or universities for education or product development, 
with specifc technology and application domains to bring out innovation 
(Porras et al., 2018). In contrast, an issues-focused hackathon offers quick, 
cost-effective, tangible, and action-ready solutions to tackling specifc issues 
identifed by the organisers (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014; Heller et al., 2023). 
Such issues can be socio-political, geographical, or organisational rooted, 
comprising participants with technology and non-technology backgrounds 
(Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014). 

The hackathon format has evolved from voluntary, self-organised events to 
highly structured, collaboratively organised, industry-sponsored, and part-
nering with cities and municipals (Götzen et al., 2020; Perng et al., 2018) 
or companies and universities to crowdsource solutions to challenging is-
sues or sourcing ground for skilful potential employees or new entrepreneur 
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(Porras et al., 2019). Furthermore, Perng et al. (2018) argued that applying 
hackathons to urban issues should be viewed beyond the techno-innovation 
and digital entrepreneurial lens instead as a more inclusive and engaging 
approach to placed-based and community needs for sustainable urbanisa-
tion and often implemented in different formats, structures, criteria, and 
goals. Major attributes of a hackathon event (Nolte et al., 2020; Pogačar & 
Žižek, 2016) include timing, team formation, goal-oriented, co-creation, 
collocation, and pitching. 

Hackathons for sustainability innovation 

Researchers have demonstrated the importance of hackathons for sustainability 
innovations and engagement. For example, the Green Hackathon series origi-
nated in Sweden and brings citizens, environmentalists, and experts together 
to co-innovate sustainable activities in energy, mobility, food, and climate 
change (Zapico et al., 2013). The Urban Prototyping London hackathon 
focused on using technology, art, and design for civic participation in urban 
developments (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014). Shiramatsu et al. (2015) described 
a civic hackathon to encourage citizens and technological experts to col-
laborate in prototyping innovative solutions to tackling sustainability and 
socio-communal issues. The Climathon Hackathon (Mee et al., 2021) is an 
EU-founded series by EIT Climate-KIC to empower citizen actions and help 
cities become more sustainable by prioritising green solutions for local issues. 
The Solve the SDGs hackathon by the Aalto Ventures Program (AVP, 2024) 
focuses on solving local sustainability challenges using a multi-partnership 
approach. 

Similarly, the sustainability-focused hackathons (SustHack) is an 
ongoing hackathon series in Finland (recently extended to Malaysia) that 
brings researchers, businesses, municipals, and citizens as active partici-
pants to generate ideas and develop prototype solutions to tackle local 
sustainability issues (Adisa et al., 2023). The result from these sustain-
ability hackathons indicates the promising value of hackathon engage-
ment in promoting sustainability awareness and empowering participants 
as change agents for sustainable actions in urban development. Govern-
ments and organisations can sponsor hackathons as a strategy to promote 
open data and civic participation and empower citizens while providing 
resources for software professionals to tackle identifed problems (Johnson 
& Robinson, 2014). 

The effectiveness of hackathons in building solutions to wicked socio-
environmental problems comes from invested participation driven by 
focusing on signifcant local issues, mentorship, collaboration, and prizes 
to promote inclusiveness and competitiveness. While the informal struc-
ture of hackathons allows teams to innovate and deliver new products 
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or solutions (Briscoe & Mulligan, 2014), there is a need for a model to 
redefne the role of organisers and extend participants beyond those with 
the technical knowledge to drive the creation of new ideas and inno-
vative solutions from hackathons (Kamariotou & Kitsios, 2022). Such a 
model considers citizens as important stakeholders and middle-out actors 
in designing products and services that directly impact them and their 
immediate environment. 

Urban living labs and hackathons 

Understanding the importance of citizen participation and the willing-
ness to improve active participation in urban development is crucial. 
The SustHack model builds on the urban living labs methodology to 
strengthen the hackathon format, bridge the entry barriers, and facilitate 
post-hackathon implementation through a quick innovation with citizens 
approach rather than innovating for citizens. Furthermore, SustHack called 
for early user engagement in the identifcation and ideation phase of the 
development process and subsequent prototype testing to establish an 
alignment of citizens’ needs with the innovations being developed. The 
urban living labs represent an open, collaborative, and inclusive approach 
to innovation processes to create competencies, new services, products, 
and socio-infrastructures through actively engaging diverse stakeholders, 
including relevant businesses, experts, universities, and citizens (Leminen 
et al., 2012). Urban living labs emerge as an approach to tackle the com-
plex challenges of sustainable urban innovations and accelerate innovative 
development, experimentation, and knowledge in urban real-life settings, 
emphasising citizens’ co-creation and participation to increase urban 
sustainability (Steen & van Bueren, 2017). Accordingly, the urban living 
labs are often characterised by their goal (tested and replicable innovative 
solutions), activities (co-creation, co-design, and iterations in-between), 
participants (involving diverse stakeholders), and context (real-life issues) 
over a long period. 

Pogačar and Žižek (2016) described urban hackathons as a short event 
that combines the potential of ICT solution development and civic engage-
ment, emphasising the participation of multiple professionals of diverse 
perspectives and skills to quickly co-create solutions for sustainable urban 
development (Franco et al., 2021), and moving beyond code-only to include 
lending voices, generating public initiatives, drafting proposals backed by 
open data, and strategic planning (Pogačar & Žižek, 2016). Furthermore, 
the concept of co-creation (Akterujjaman et al., 2022) represents an emerg-
ing paradigm shift in sustainable urban innovation development wherein 
municipals and communities strategise and leverage their collective re-
sources, knowledge, expertise, and needs to create novel solutions that 
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directly address the concerns of citizens. Such an approach deviates from 
the usual top-down directives to an improved participatory and inclusive 
bottom-up initiative for a sustained post-hackathon engagement that the 
SustHack model emphasises. 

While hackathons and living labs emphasise collaboration and prob-
lem-solving, they differ in duration, depth of engagement, and outcomes. 
Hackathons offer short-term innovation events, are time-bound, and have an 
intense engagement to produce tangible solutions as prototypes. They also 
require refnement post-hackathon for long-term implementation. Mean-
while, living labs offer a long-term environment for continuous engagement 
to refne the fnal solutions iteratively, and they can last for several months 
or years. 

Methodology 

The case study approach was applied in this study for detailed, multi-
dimensional examinations of complex issues in a real-life setting (Crowe 
et al., 2011) within the context of urban sustainability hackathons. The theo-
retical relationship between hackathons and urban sustainability was iden-
tifed through the literature, and the SustHack model has been previously 
validated via joint hackathon projects between LUT University, Finland, and 
Sunway University, Malaysia (Adisa et al., 2023). Furthermore, the SustHack 
model is built on the premise that there exists (or readiness to develop) a 
culture of ‘willing-participatory’ where participants engage voluntarily due to 
their interest/awareness in sustainability and contribute their skills and ideas; 
‘seeking-participatory’ where participants are actively looking for opportu-
nities to participate in sustainable activities for knowledge, empowerment, 
or potential collaboration; and ‘developing-participatory’ where participa-
tory efforts are currently being developed or refned as a learning platform 
to build actionable skills and understanding for strengthening sustainability 
awareness in the municipality. 

The ‘SustHack’ (Figure 7.1) model for citizen participation consists of 
three phases (the pre-hack, main-hack, and post-hack) and acts as a techno-
innovation mediator between top-down urban governance and bottom-up 
civic engagement, facilitating interaction with multiple stakeholders to de-
sign innovative products and services with citizens for sustainable urban 
development. 

The SustHack supported hackathon hybridisation (on-premises and re-
mote) to create a broader engagement strategy that leaves no one behind. 
The model can be used to tackle related sustainability issues as it offers a 
quicker and more practical way of creating sustainability awareness and 
engaging the citizens about related policies, technological resources, data, 



   FIGURE 7.1 The SustHack model for citizen participation in sustainable urban development 

Source: Authors. 
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and information exchange available within the city to solve local sustain-
ability issues and ensure that the resulting prototypes refect the input of the 
participants. 

• Pre-hack: It builds on the existence of ‘willing-participatory’ and covers 
the problem identifcation and pre-engagement of citizens within sustain-
able urban development to co-identify and prioritise immediate challenges 
through top-down (government-driven) and bottom-up (citizen-driven) en-
gagements. Participation can be one-to-many, many-to-one, or many-to-
many actors where citizens freely express their opinions and highlight their 
needs. 

• Main-hack: Using the concept of ‘seeking-participatory,’ the actual inno-
vation and implementation of prototype solutions to tackle the identifed 
challenges occurred in this hackathon phase. Key actors include develop-
ers, researchers, partners, interested citizens, and judges who are experts 
from universities, industry, and government establishments. Activities in-
clude brainstorming, data analysis, programming, prototyping new solu-
tions, pitching, and winner selection. The pitching is evaluated based on 
feasibility, value proposition, socio-environmental impact, and relevancy 
to urban needs and sustainability. 

• Post-hack: This phase strives to strengthen ‘developing-participatory’ to re-
fne ‘citizens participation,’ ‘goal realisation,’ and ‘actualisation plan’ as a 
collective effort for continuous improvement, evaluation of the prototype, 
funding, partnership, and long-term impact assessment of the fnal solu-
tion. It encourages municipalities to recognise feedback and strategise on 
funding the hackathon outcomes for city-wide implementation. 

The SustHack model was inspired by traditional hackathons and focused 
on environmental, individual, and socio-economic impact. The model is 
structured to involve diverse stakeholders with key sustainability interests 
who are willing and seeking to participate in solving socio-environmental is-
sues. It lowers the entry barrier to urban living labs and emphasises post-hack 
funding and follow-up to build a community of experts to support promis-
ing prototypes via interdisciplinary collaboration beyond a single institution. 
Table 7.1 highlights some differences between the general hackathon and the 
SustHack model. 

Roles of SustHack participants 

The hackathon team included in this study was drawn from the LUT Master’s 
students from the Department of Software Engineering (SE), especially from 
the programmes of SE for Green Deals (SE4GD), SE and Digital Transforma-
tion, Digital Systems and Service Development, and Sustainable ICT Solutions 
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TABLE 7.1 SustHack vs Other Hackathons 

Characteristics SustHack Other Hackathons 

Focus and goals Environmental, socio-
economic, and individual 
impact. 

Balance of people, planet, 
and prosperity. 

Participants Willing and seeking 
participatory, sustainability 
mindset, and interest. 

Problem-solving Systems thinking; 
approach interdisciplinary 

collaboration. 

Evaluation Issued-based, impact, and 
long-term sustainability. 

Resources and Environmental data, geodata, 
support tech tools, reports. 

Outcomes Long-term partnerships, 
community, and policy 
impact. 

Engagement Community-centred, civic 
actions. 

Broad product-driven tech 
innovation, user experience, 
and market potential. 

Tech-centric with a business 
mindset. 

Product-focused, may 
involve interdisciplinary 
or multidisciplinary 
collaboration. 

Innovation, usability, market 
potential. 

Tech tools and software 
development resources. 

Product launches/integrations; 
startups, commercialisation. 

User-centred, entrepreneurial 
actions. 

of Tomorrow. Other stakeholders include researchers and subject-matter ex-
perts, municipal actors, citizens, and interested businesses. The fndings are 
presented through the authors’ experience organising and actively interacting 
with multiple stakeholders in and outside the university, from ideation to vali-
dation, to ensure relevance to the community and citizens’ needs. Table 7.2 
shows the role of each participant group. 

SustHack in practice 

The suitability of the SustHack model to address sustainable urban develop-
ment and foster collective citizens’ participation was demonstrated in a series 
of SustHack coordinated by LUT University, Finland, and Sunway Univer-
sity Malaysia. Data were collected between 2022 and 2023 from a total of 
four hackathons via mixed methods covering hackathon observations (N=4), 
pre-, and post-hackathon surveys involving participating students, citizens, 
and businesses (N=314), and semi-structured interviews conducted for each 
participating student team (N=12) and other stakeholders (N=10). The inter-
view data were transcribed with Microsoft OneNote, followed by qualitative 
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TABLE 7.2 Roles and Contributions 

Participants Role Contribution 

Researchers • Knowledge 
providers 

• Problem framers 
• Hackathon 

organiser 

Municipal • Policy and 
actors regulation owners 

• Problem framers/ 
owners 

• Resource providers 

Businesses • Industry experts 
• Problem owners/ 

solution funders 

Participating • Innovators and 
students programmers 

• Designers and 
problem-solvers 

Participating • Problem 
citizens identifers/owners 

• End-users 
• Community 

advocates 

• Provide scientifc insight on key 
urban sustainability issues. 

• Provide mentorship and guidance on 
evidence-based problem-solving. 

• Validate feasibility and impact of 
solutions. 

• Identify local sustainability issues. 
• Provide insights on regulations, 

policies, and directives. 
• Provide resources such as data, 

infrastructure, and funding. 
• Provide business knowledge on 

feasibility and market potential. 
• Provide resources and funding to 

scale solutions. 
• Develop new and innovative ideas. 
• Demonstrate technical skills through 

creativity and rapid prototyping. 

• Provide insights into local commu-
nity issues. 

• Evaluate and give feedback on 
solutions. 

• Advocate and promote solutions to 
larger communities. 

analysis and coding. The emerging themes from data analysis provide a clear 
understanding of how the hackathons strengthen sustainability awareness 
among the participating citizens and the student teams. The themes include 
innovative solutions, collaboration, environmental impact, learning experi-
ence, technology integration, challenges, awareness, community engage-
ment, motivation, willingness, relevancy of outcomes, post-hackathon plans, 
and funding. The sponsors, mentors, juries, and organisers also emphasise 
the value of including citizens as co-identifers of issues and feld testers of 
SustHack outcomes. 

The hackathons were organised to empower citizens, ICT enthusiasts, 
policymakers, and relevant stakeholders on their critical role in sustain-
ability initiatives. The SustHack is designed to last between three and fve 
days and is specifcally organised to address SDGs issues. Each event started 
with a background workshop from sustainability experts (city and industry 
representatives and researchers) to provide a heads-up on the sustainabil-
ity themes/challenges, guidelines, and engagement strategies to curate ideas 
further and implement innovative solutions. Moreover, followed by the main 
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hackathon – rigorous activities from each student team, including problem 
identifcation/fnalisation (initial engagement to validate issues to work on), 
development and implementation (brainstorming, design, and pitching), goal 
realisation (evaluation, validation, and post-hack testing/deployment plans), 
the jury selected the winning solutions based on the set criteria – most inno-
vative/engaging/empowering, impactful, and promising solution. 

Examples of innovative solutions from the SustHack events 

The solutions targeted selected SDGs (SDGs 7, 11, 12, and 13) to empower 
citizens’ participation in identifying and developing solutions to tackle local 
sustainability issues and promote greener urban developments. The emerg-
ing solutions include (1) FoodConnect – a solution to ‘reduce food waste, 
one meal at a time’ and improve food accessibility for urban residents. 
(2) The Offtime – an app to empower urban residents for sustainable energy 
consumption. (3) CityShare – an all-in-one solution to reduce CO2 emissions 
through community services, item swapping, sustainable mobility, food shar-
ing, and sustainability campaigns to make the city more sustainable for its 
residents. 

Realised outcomes 

The FoodConnect is a mobile app that demonstrated the ability to reduce 
food wastage by allowing established restaurants to provide low-cost meals 
to interested residents. Additionally, restaurants and targeted customers can 
track their contribution to reducing urban food wastage in real time, creating 
a sense of commitment and action against food waste. The Offtime is a mobile 
app that demonstrates the capability to improve energy effciency and pro-
motes a universal understanding of sustainable lifestyles. It sent participants 
three new challenges to accept at least one. The challenges include unplug-
ging electronic devices while meditating for an hour, having a candle dinner, 
readjusting indoor temperatures, cycling or using the washing machine 
during a green hour, and using public mobility. Citizens are requested to 
update their completed challenges before seeing other participants’ contribu-
tions to promote engagement and encourage other users to complete their 
daily challenges. The approximate energy saved by each user is calculated 
and displayed on their dashboard. Users can see their monthly energy-saving, 
sustainability milestones, and activity history on a dashboard. The CityShare 
demonstrated its relevance via web and mobile apps, wherein citizens can 
share human and goods mobilities and personal items at zero or low cost. 
It promises to accommodate the changes in the city’s needs, where citizens 
can suggest and vote for ideas to improve their neighbourhood. Key features 
include incentives, rewards and recognition, reminders, feedback, social 
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comparison, impact milestones, and related persuasive features to ensure a 
wide range of acceptability. 

Anticipated and realised impacts 

The emerging impacts are grouped into realised impacts and anticipated 
impacts. Through the interview, survey, and authors’ observations, the realised 
impacts include instigating pro-environmental behaviour, improved awareness, 
and commitment to sustainable actions. Specifcally, it helped the participating 
students to demonstrate multiple skills and competencies in a practical setting 
while networking for long-term post-hackathon outcomes’ implementation. It 
also offered a unique chance for citizens to identify and share ideas about some 
of the issues affecting the city’s path to sustainability. For the municipals, the 
SustHack offers a new partnership for knowledge exchange and quick ways to 
engage citizens, researchers, and technology experts in solving collective chal-
lenges in their community. Such engagement can inspire new directives and 
policy changes while boosting community participation. 

Similarly, the anticipated impacts come from the promising features of 
emerging solutions as judged by the juries. If adequately funded and im-
plemented post-hackathon, the anticipated impacts could be realised. They 
include broader behavioural changes for sustainable lifestyles, greener envi-
ronmental, and economic benefts, improved quality of urban living condi-
tions, and policy and regulatory infuence. For example, FoodConnect and 
CityShare hope to reduce consumer food waste by up to 30%, extend product 
lifespan, reduce wastage associated with personal items, lower carbon foot-
print, reduce urban congestion, and optimise urban resources. The Offtime 
solution estimated that with 10,000 users, each completing one challenge 

yearly, and power 182 homes in Finland for one year. 

Citizen participation dynamics 

The citizens’ participation is diverse, cutting across genders and multiple na-
tionalities. Their participation is not passive but dynamic as it evolves with 
issues being addressed and citizens’ interests and priorities. As such, the form 
of engagement varies, with participants willingly participating without coer-
cion to ensure that the goals are achieved, ensuring inclusivity and relevance 
in bringing lasting impact to the community. The participants signifcantly 
demonstrated the concept of willing-participation and seeking-participation. 
The engagement includes oral interactions, interviews, surveys, hackathon 
attendance, and feld testing to co-identify, prioritise, and provide relevant 
inputs. It is worth mentioning that some citizens actively participated in the 
pre-hack phase but were not available to complete the participation circle in 

a day for one year, the city could save 14,000 KWH weekly, 728,000 KWH 
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the post-hack phase (feld test/evaluation). However, such an occurrence had 
little impact on the event’s outcome. 

Discussion 

With the support of the municipals, research institutions, and other part-
ners, the SustHack model empowers student teams (with relevant skills) 
and citizens to participate voluntarily in solving sustainability issues in their 
community. The model builds on the urban living lab to create sustainabil-
ity awareness, co-identify, and co-design for sustainable urban development. 
Organising hackathons offers solutions for changing citizens’ behaviour in 
energy consumption, waste management, water conservation, and urban 
mobility. The citizens play an important role in providing ideas, validating 
them, and subsequently using the solution. Therefore, SustHack is a good 
starting point in designing with and empowering citizens to take full owner-
ship of their activities and their environmental effects. 

From several SustHack hackathons, the authors observed that many participants 
supported citizen inclusion in the ideation and prototype evaluation processes. 
The emphasis on citizen participation pushed the student teams (developers and 
designers) to seek feedback from citizens and interact with interested citizens and 
stakeholders. Many teams shared their appreciation for the input provided by 
the participating stakeholders as it brought a new perspective to the design and 
helped to resolve ambiguity between requirement and prototype. The commit-
ment to understanding how the challenges affect the local community through the 
lens of the citizens helped to discover new paths in modifying and creating a suit-
able solution. Such involvements come with challenges, including a slow start for 
frst-time hackathon participants, fear of rejection that targeted citizens may be too 
busy and unwilling to participate in co-design processes, and over-confdence, 
believing that their technical idea only can represent the concerns of the majority. 

Furthermore, the SustHack model provides a new approach to environ-
mental and urban problem-solving, partnership, innovation development, and 
entrepreneurial skills, which emphasises designing with citizens to strengthen 
greener and socially sustainable drives of the Nordics across the SDGs, es-
pecially Goal 11, sustainable cities and communities. All in all, the feedback 
from the SustHack hackathon series has been positive. The engagements with 
stakeholders were valuable new experiences for many, and they confrmed 
that such factors would help solve many of the emerging socio-environmental 
challenges affecting urban development. While it is impossible to immedi-
ately justify the quantifable long-term effect, SustHack participants have 
indicated that the hackathon and exposure improved their understanding of 
sustainability and responsibility to a safer environment. 

Rather than forcing governance and innovation mainly from the top-down, 
this chapter argues for a blended approach, where citizens from the bottom-up 
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are considered techno-social innovation sources and middle-out actors. The 
model brings valuable insights towards achieving sustainable urban develop-
ment by connecting the fve dimensions of sustainability: economic, social, 
individual, technological, and environmental progress. When fully imple-
mented, the anticipated impact is seen through the developed solutions that 
offer promising outcomes for tackling local sustainability issues. Despite 
the great potential of the SustHack approach to citizens’ participation in co-
creating sustainable urban development, it comes with key challenges, which 
include short timeframes, participant recruitment and their commitment to 
post-hackathon engagement, refnement, and scalability of prototype to outlive 
the hackathon, post-hackathon funding, and support for real-life implementa-
tion and long-lasting impacts. 

This chapter highlights the strength of the SustHack model in bridging the 
entry barriers to innovation for citizens by complementing the urban living 
labs methodology, wherein solutions from hackathons could be sustained 
further. The chapter recommends that beyond providing the necessary funds 
and resources for the hackathon, relevant municipal agencies and industry 
partners must build a community of experts post-hackathon phase to evaluate 
and refne the prototype for city-wide implementation to create long-term pos-
itive impacts on the urban environment. Such a post-hackathon community, 
as suggested by Briscoe and Mulligan (2014), is the most resourceful output 
of a hackathon approach for sustainability. 

Future research can apply the SustHack approach to different urban 
sustainability challenges, focusing on long-term impacts and the scalabil-
ity of hackathon solutions. Further studies could also investigate the role of 
inclusivity and engagement depth in sustaining citizen participation and effec-
tive partnerships with municipalities. Finally, evaluating the perceived effect 
of building a community of experts after the hackathon event could inform 
best practices in socio-technical pathways for urban sustainability initiatives. 
Several researchers have highlighted the failure to realise post-hackathon 
benefts due to mainly being pushed by the participating developers/designers 
(Adisa et al., 2023; Kamariotou & Kitsios, 2022; Nolte et al., 2020) as against 
having a long-term post-hack community and implementation strategies 
sponsored by government agencies, academic institutions, industry partners, 
or investors. Such a strategy could make the solutions co-created to have a 
long-lasting and broader societal impact. 

Implications for practice and policy 

Implications for practice 

The SustHack model is built on stakeholders’ engagement and offers a 
new approach to solving socio-environmental problems by strengthening 
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the Nordics’ greener and socially sustainable drives across the SDGs. The 
model acknowledges that collaborating with diverse stakeholders is in-
deed intensive and challenging. In response, it proposes that municipali-
ties develop a culture of ‘willing-participatory,’ ‘seeking-participatory,’ 
and ‘developing-participatory’ to enhance stakeholder engagement in 
sustainable urban activities. The SustHack model makes citizens’ partici-
pation necessary to empower participants as change agents to promote 
awareness of sustainable actions across the municipals. It creates op-
portunities for the inclusiveness of citizens, researchers, and businesses 
to lend their voices and resources to projects and initiatives that benefit 
their community. 

Unlike the general hackathons, the SustHack model strives to reduce 
entry barriers to urban living labs by closely connecting with citizens’ 
challenges and expectations on how innovative urban solutions impact 
their everyday activities. Such participation can be on-premises or virtual, 
wherein open data are utilised to pool knowledge, expertise, and resources 
to generate valuable insight for urban well-being. Beyond initial funding, 
Municipalities and relevant partners need to build a community of experts 
on post-hackathon engagement to re-evaluate and support promising proto-
types for city-wide implementation for better and long-term socio-environ-
mental impacts. 

Implications for policy 

This study argued that rather than pushing innovation for urban development 
as a mainly top-down where technological innovation is being imposed on 
citizens or a bottom-up approach where activities are being led primarily by 
the citizens, such a one-size-fts-all is incapable of addressing the urgent and 
inclusive needs of today’s urban development. The SustHack model offers a 
blended approach that builds on the benefts of top-down and bottom-up 
approaches to increase civic participation and community-led actions in the 
race to sustainable urban development. Through the model, citizens can work 
with researchers, software developers, and industries to co-innovate for sus-
tainable urban development. 

The SustHack model can be employed in different urban sustainability 
contexts and in promoting citizen-centred policy integration and innovation 
strategies at the local or regional level to guarantee effective technologies-
induced citizen participation, wherein citizens are considered co-creators, 
co-testers, end-users, and sustainability ambassadors. Furthermore, it offers 
policymakers a platform to harmonise and discover new skills, knowledge, 
resources, and innovative thinking to strengthen urban living labs from both 
top-down and bottom-up stakeholders to achieve a thriving and inclusive 
urban city. 
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8 
POSSIBILITIES FOR 
DEMOCRATIC EQUALITY? 

Participatory budgeting as a question 
of municipal resources 

Pauliina Lehtonen, Kaisa Kurkela, 
Anni Jäntti and Lotta-Maria Sinervo 

Introduction 

For decades, participatory budgeting (PB), in which citizens are invited to partici-
patory procedures of allocating public funds, has been globally implemented in 
different contexts and ways (Sintomer et al., 2008). Municipalities have played 
a key role in adopting PB as a democratic participatory tool. From them, the 
promise of PB lies in its potential for developing local governing practices, such 
as enhancing citizens’ roles in decision-making; ultimately, this is believed to im-
prove the organisation of public services (Sintomer et al., 2008). PB is also used to 
increase opportunities for citizens to infuence decision-making concerning their 
living environments. This is a foundation for equal and democratic governance 
and community empowerment as focal elements of social sustainability (Rogers 
et al., 2012). Therefore, PB can be a possible mean of developing governance 
and improving democracy in an era of public mistrust in governments (Kuenneke 
& Scutelnicu, 2021). However, research has shown that the outcomes of PB’s 
participatory exercises largely depend on the diversity of participants (Jaramillo 
& Alcázar, 2013). McNulty (2015) has argued that to be successful, participa-
tory processes should include those who have been excluded from mainstream 
political life due to gender, economics or race. PB has been acknowledged as a 
potential political space, for example, for senior citizens, indigenous groups and 
the LGBTQ+ community (Hernández-Medina, 2010). 

Inclusivity and equality have been frequently discussed in PB studies. These 
studies have mainly scrutinised who participates and how they participate. 
Less attention has been devoted to the question of inclusivity and equality 
of PB based on the differences between organisations, such as municipali-
ties, and their resources. However, this is an essential issue concerning the 

DOI: 10.4324/9781003463443-10 

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY 4.0 license.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003463443-10


 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Possibilities for Democratic Equality? 115 

possibilities of municipalities to provide different participation channels. We 
argue that there are signifcant differences between organisations, particularly 
municipalities, in how well they are resourced and how broadly they can offer 
different kinds of participation channels for their citizens. We consider this as 
a fundamental question of inclusivity and democratic equality of participation. 
Hence, the chapter moves beyond studying the diversity of PB participants to 
analyse how organisational conditions, particularly resources, may infuence 
the equality of PB and even the possibilities to use PB in municipalities. 

This chapter approaches local adoption of PB from the perspective of mu-
nicipal resources as a question of democratic equality. Our aim is twofold. 
Firstly, the chapter aims to identify the organisational resources required to 
organise PB. Secondly, as a wider question on participatory democracy, this 
chapter combines organisational resources with democratic equality, i.e. or-
ganisations’ provision of equal opportunities for citizens to take part in PB. 
We ask (1) what is needed to resource PB in municipal organisations, and 
(2) how do municipal resources enable or limit the possibility of providing an 
equal and democratic process of PB for citizens? 

The resource perspective is understudied, even though planning and imple-
menting PB requires a variety of resources. Moreover, the impact of organisa-
tional resources on equal opportunities for citizen participation has gained less 
attention. In contrast to the wide range of studies concentrating on equal partici-
pation opportunities for different citizen groups in municipalities or communi-
ties (e.g. Hernández-Medina, 2010; Kuenneke & Scutelnicu, 2021; McNulty, 
2015), there is a lack of research on the equality of participation possibilities 
between different municipalities depending on the available resources of each 
municipality. To fll this research gap, this chapter adds new knowledge on the 
crucial role of resources in whether and to what extent municipalities can imple-
ment democratic innovations, such as PB, and how this is related to democratic 
equality and social sustainability. The chapter builds upon empirical data from 
interviews and focus group discussions on two local PB processes: Helsinki and 
Tampere. It takes an organisational viewpoint on PB; thus, the data are gathered 
from civil servants who organise and implement PB in their daily work. 

The chapter starts by discussing resources in previous PB research, fol-
lowed by the presentation of the empirical context, cases, data and methods. 
In the analysis, we identify different types of resources and investigate their 
infuences on PB. To conclude, the chapter argues that more attention should 
be paid to the resource intensity of democratic innovations to understand 
and develop possibilities for democratic equality and social sustainability. 

Taking a resource perspective on PB 

In public administration, the concept of resource is not often very clear and, at 
the same time, it is very situational. Aside with budgets, for example, human 
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resources as ensuring adequate workforce, supporting employees’ profes-
sional development and working conditions, can be seen as key resource 
for public organisation (see Brown, 2004). Also, knowledge can be seen as 
valuable resource for organisations (Leitner & Warden, 2004). In citizen par-
ticipation processes, suffcient organisational knowledge concerning citizen 
participation is needed, and for human resources, this could mean educating 
the personnel and professionals (Yang & Pandey, 2011). 

Public administration resources play an important role also in processes 
of citizen participation as the organisation of participation is generally con-
sidered complex, time-consuming and costly (Sørensen & Bentzen, 2020). 
Better on-the-ground results might be produced if resources for participation 
were spent elsewhere (Irvin & Stansbury, 2004). Organisational resources that 
are required, and seen focal, for citizen participation, such as working time 
or specifc competencies of the personnel, are not always suffciently recog-
nised, planned or allocated, which challenges the implementation of citizen 
participation (Kurkela et al., 2023). Yet, despite the importance of resources is 
acknowledged within citizen participation practitioners, the deeper academic 
understanding concerning the role of different resources in PB is lacking. We 
argue that the question of resources in the PB context is central and needs 
scholarly attention. 

In earlier PB studies, resources have been approached relatively seldom. 
They have been discussed, for example, as a question of allocation by focusing 
on the distribution of PB funds (Cabannes, 2004; Shybalkina & Bifulco, 2019). 
Calabrese et al. (2020) discovered that PB does not reduce offcials’ power in 
allocating public fnances; it only alters the methods of public spending. Ewens 
and van der Voet (2019) employed the view of organisational structures—one 
example of organisational resources—by looking at the relationships between 
these structures and the adoption of PB. They noticed that organisational size 
had no statistical signifcance and argued that, rather than the number of peo-
ple in an organisation, it is the functional expert knowledge of those people 
that infuences the adoption of PB. Ebdon and Franklin (2006) investigated 
PB’s participatory mechanisms, such as focus groups and public hearings, by 
observing the administrative requirements of these mechanisms and the par-
ticipation they enable. They addressed the differences, such as whether the 
mechanisms give citizens direct infuence or whether they are mostly used 
for preliminary information sharing. From the resource viewpoint, their study 
provides knowledge about the organisation of budget participation, such as 
how much investment a particular participatory mechanism requires from an 
organisation. 

In previous PB studies, equality has been studied but not very widely. For 
example, Kuenneke and Scutelnicu (2021) studied how PB promoted social 
equity in different city council districts. Su (2017) approached PB from the 
perspective of critical race theory and racial hierarchies, and McNulty (2015) 
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studied the diversity of participation by gender in Peru’s PB process. In the 
context of social sustainability, Sinervo et al. (2024) highlight that prior PB 
studies have scrutinised the viewpoints of citizen empowerment, opening 
of political space for new groups, communication and civic learning and 
social well-being impacts. These perspectives of equality are important to 
study, especially in the era of democracy crises and in the case of PB, which 
is rooted in the inclusion of silent voices. Furthermore, in this chapter, we 
argue that distinguishing the connection of organisational conditions, such as 
resources, to the equality of PB processes is necessary. 

Empirical context of the study 

In Finland, interest in PB has increased in recent years, as local politicians 
have promoted PB as part of local government activities (Lehtonen, 2021). 
One reason behind this is an amendment in the Local Government Act 
(LGA 410/2015) that specifes ‘arranging opportunities to participate in the 
planning of the municipality’s fnances’ as one possible option for participa-
tion. While Local Government Act does not state that participation should be 
enabled through PB, this has been the common interpretation in Finnish local 
government. 

At the same time, Finnish municipalities struggle to solve the conundrum of 
providing high-quality welfare services at lower costs as numerous service re-
quirements have burdened municipalities (Vakkala et al., 2021). This surplus 
of municipal tasks has not been accompanied by a corresponding level of f-
nancial resources provided by the central government (Sinervo, 2014). This has 
created a structural imbalance between service responsibilities and fnancial 
resources. This imbalance—and thus the inadequacy of fnancial resources— 
has forced municipalities to raise tax rates and increase borrowing. 

As part of the Nordic welfare system and with municipalities struggling 
with their fnances and service demands, Finland provides an fruitful set-
ting to investigate how participation, especially PB, is locally resourced. We 
scrutinised the resourcing of PB in two Finnish cities: Helsinki, the capital 
of Finland (appr. 665,000 inhabitants), and Tampere, the third-largest city in 
Finland (appr. 250,000 inhabitants) (Table 8.1). In Finland, Helsinki is con-
sidered the fagship of the Finnish PB scene, with vast organisational and 
fnancial resources. PB is one of the participatory mechanisms in the city of 
Helsinki. Other mechanisms utilised in Helsinki are, for example, residents’ 
events, resident or client panels and local residents’ initiatives. Tampere frst 
piloted PB in 2014 at the neighbourhood level and subsequently organised 
a city-level PB. 

In Helsinki, the frst round of PB at the city level was organised in 2018– 
2019 with a budget of 4.4 million euros (the total operational expenditure 
of Helsinki was 5.5 billion euros in 2018). The city district population size 
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TABLE 8.1 PBs in Helsinki and Tampere 

Helsinki PB ‘OmaStadi’ Tampere PB ‘Mun 
2018–2019 Tampere’ 2020 

4,4 million euros 450,000 euros 
(appr. 7 euros/citizen) (appr. 2 euros/citizen) 

Idea creation • Citizens’ proposals on any 
theme 

• Preliminary feasibility 
evaluation by civil 
servants 

• 1,273 submitted 

• Citizens’ proposals on 
youth well-being 

• Feasibility evaluation by 
civil servants 

• 380 submitted proposals 
of which 227 deemed 

proposals of which 839 
deemed actionable 

actionable proposals 

Co-creation • Further development of 
proposals by civil servants 
and citizens 

• Further development of 
proposals by civil servants 
and citizens 

Cost evaluation • Cost evaluation of 
co-created proposals 

• 296 proposals 
proceeded to the voting 

• Cost evaluation by civil 
servants 

• 120 proposals published 
for voting 

Voting • Voting (age limit • Voting (age limit 12 years) 
12 years) on the on the co-created and 

cost-evaluated proposals 
• 2,927 voters 

• 49,705 submitted votes 

Implementation • 44 proposals for 
implementation 

• 12 proposals for 
implementation 

determined the budget of each district. Nationally, the PB in Helsinki, called 
OmaStadi (loose translation: My own Helsinki), has been the most resourced 
in terms of staff and the amount of allocated funds. In Tampere, the frst city-
wide PB, called Mun Tampere (loose translation: My Tampere), was organised 
in 2020 with a budget of 450,000 euros (the total operational expenditure of 
Tampere was 1.6 billion euros in 2018). The PB was thematically framed to 
improve the well-being of young people. Table 8.1 describes the PB processes 
in Helsinki and Tampere. 

Data and methods 

The PB processes in Helsinki and Tampere offer interesting cases as they are 
quite well-resourced for example from the viewpoint of personnel working 
in these processes. As multiple persons took part in the organisation of PBs, 
we were able to gather illustrative data, offering diverse viewpoints to the 
questions of resources. The empirical data were collected from 2019 to 2021 

co-created and  
cost-evaluated proposals
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in two independent research projects (further information anonymised). This 
offered us an interesting opportunity to gather data, as both cities were frst-
timers in organising city-wide PB processes. The insights of their frst city-
wide rounds offer valuable understanding from the viewpoint of resources 
when the resource needs are at highest without prior experiences or knowl-
edge. Instead of comparative study, we provide rich empirical data by com-
bining insights from these cases (see Yin, 2009). 

The primary data include interviews and focus group discussions of key 
PB actors. In Helsinki, three key actors were individually interviewed, and 
a focus group of six key people was assembled. In Tampere, 8 individual in-
terviews were conducted with civil servants who were involved in PB, while 
11 group interviews with the My Tampere team (three to four participants) 
were conducted. We used secondary data consisting of documents of the 
planning, implementation and outcomes of the PB processes (e.g. the City 
of Helsinki’s Participation and Interaction Model; Helsinki City Council’s 
Decision on the Implementation and Financing of Its Participation Model, 
13 November 2017; Assessment Report on the Participation and Interaction 
Model of Helsinki; Assessment Report on the My Tampere PB process; the 
City of Tampere’s Participation and Interaction Model) to gain background 
information. 

This chapter draws on the case study approach as it analyses the details 
of these cases. We recognise that the cases have their own particulari-
ties, but they share similar questions. In inductive data analysis (Elo & 
Kyngäs, 2008), we identify and illustrate resources needed for planning 
and implementing PB. Firstly, we analyse the data by distinguishing the 
situations in which informants talked about essential issues in implement-
ing PB. Secondly, from these data, we searched for moments that focused 
on the resources of PB. Thirdly, we grouped the identified resources into 
four thematic categories, which are presented and illustrated in the next 
section. 

Identifying resources needed for socially sustainable PB 

We identify four categories of resources needed for implementing PB: 
(1) fnancial resources, (2) human resources, (3) knowledge resources and 
expertise and (4) technological and material resources. This section deepens 
the understanding of the resource intensity of PB through these categories. 

Financial resources 

Financial resources allocated for the PB include not only the sum that 
citizens will decide about but also the resources needed to organise the 
process (e.g. communication, services and salary costs). These resources 
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are closely connected to and typically explained by the overall fnancial 
position of the city. Helsinki’s fnancial position is rather solid and quite ex-
ceptional in Finland, with remarkable surpluses accumulated on fnancial 
statements, resulting in considerations for reduced tax rates. The city has 
a strong revenue base. The mobility of people and businesses in Helsinki 
secures advantageous fnancial conditions for the city (City of Helsinki, 
2020). Tampere is a growing and attractive city, but it is struggling with 
inadequate fnancial resources. Tampere has a strategy for large invest-
ments, which has increased the level of loans. The city has started austerity 
policies to balance the economy, meaning budget cuts and increasing tax 
rates (City of Tampere, 2020). 

In the frst round of city-wide PB in Helsinki in 2018, a budget of 4.4 million 
euros was funded from a former ‘suburb fund’ that was transformed into 
a ‘participation fund’. The total costs of the PB were much higher than 
4.4. million euros as it included salaries of the PB experts, along with 
communication, software and service costs. The administrative costs 
were embedded in the city’s normal operational costs without any pre-
assessment. Compared to other Finnish municipalities’ PB budgets, 
Helsinki’s budget is clearly the largest. This was made possible due to strong 
political will and support: 

I am astonished how easily the decision was made. We gave a lot value 
for the participation and infuencing possibilities of the residents as an 
essential part of this larger management system reform. … We had quite 
adventurous and innovative politicians to make such a decision. 

(Member of the Citizen Participation Management Team) 

In Tampere, PB funding was included in the city’s annual budget. The original 
plan was to allocate 600,000 euros to PB, but the city council reduced the 
sum to 500,000 euros due to changes in the city’s general budget. The amount 
was further reduced by 50,000 euros for the administrative costs of PB. Thus, 
inhabitants decided on the use of 450,000 euros. 

Resourcing PB fnancially necessitates political and strategic will at the city 
level; additionally, thorough planning of the distribution of PB funding is also 
required at the district level. In Tampere, the PB staff developed a model for 
the equal distribution of PB funds. In the model, the city was divided into fve 
districts that were evenly assigned 70,000 euros each for district-level pro-
posals. An additional 100,000 euros was allocated for city-wide proposals. 
The PB budget in Helsinki was divided among seven districts based on their 
population size. Overall, 80% of the budget was divided into districts, and 
20% was used for city-wide proposals. 

Both cases illustrate that the PB’s fnancial resources were not solely lim-
ited to the direct implementation of PB proposals. The PB demanded a lot of 
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work resources from cities’ different service units and caused future mainte-
nance costs: 

We opened discussion[s] in the executive board of these maintenance costs in 
terms of PB and our other annual development programmes. If there is some-
thing that needs to be built or repaired as a result of PB, or investments that 
cause expenses in coming years, we started to discuss how to cover those costs. 

(Member of the My Tampere Team) 

Human resources 

Human resources are crucial, from the early planning of PB to the evaluation 
of submitted proposals, calculating the costs of projects, implementing the 
winning projects and facilitating and supporting the participation of citizens 
during the PB. 

In both of our cases, the cities appointed PB staff to take care of the process. 
The linkage between the PB staff and other experts from the cities’ service 
units turned out to be an essential resource in proceeding with PB. In Tam-
pere, the PB staff consisted of a ‘My Tampere’ team (three to four civil serv-
ants) responsible for planning and organising the process. The team worked 
in cooperation with a working group of 15 members from the city’s different 
service areas. A group of over 40 civil servants in service areas worked as pre-
examiners, evaluating the feasibility of the submitted proposals. Tampere had 
also an executive PB board that provided support and an arena for discussing 
and approving the overall design and principles of the process. In Helsinki, 
the PB staff consisted of ten civil servants who organised the PB process in 
collaboration with other experts from the city organisation. Additionally, nu-
merous civil servants in service areas evaluated the proposals. Helsinki also 
had an advisory board for participation and interaction led by the mayor. 

During the process, diffculties occurred in balancing human resources 
with the workload of PB. In Helsinki, the city succeeded in encouraging wide 
participation but was not suffciently prepared for the food of ideas (1,273 
proposals). This challenged the city’s experts, as all the ideas needed to be 
evaluated and their costs estimated. PB required signifcantly more work time 
than expected. Initially, it was estimated that the seven borough liaisons of 
the PB team would dedicate 25% of their working hours for PB, but during the 
frst round, they used 70–80% of their working hours for PB: 

I have been thinking over whether I am doing the work that we have prom-
ised for the residents. And then I started to do that, but then I noticed that it is 
too much work because participatory budgeting is of course a really impor-
tant thing, and it is understandable that it is the one that we put our effort into. 

(Member of the Borough Liaison Team) 
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Service areas carried the major responsibility of directing their staff’s worktime 
to the process. In Tampere, it was estimated that, on top of 40 pre-examiners, 
approximately 100 civil servants were involved in the whole PB implementa-
tion process: 

There really is a lot to do. From so many different perspectives, commu-
nication and cost estimates. Overall, establishing cooperation with all the 
different actors. The IT side and the internal partners and outsiders and 
system providers and who knows who else… There’s a huge crowd of peo-
ple involved, and coordinating the whole thing is another issue altogether. 

(Member of the My Tampere Team) 

In Helsinki, as 70% of the ideas concerned the city environment and plan-
ning, this service area was particularly overloaded with work without suff-
cient resources. This caused stress, frustration, impatience and led to negative 
attitudes towards PB among some civil servants. The resource intensity led 
to changes in Helsinki’s PB process. Initially, the idea was to perform the 
process every year, but the cycle is now biennial, and the process is shorter. 
Tampere has also been favouring targeted, smaller-scale PBs focusing on 
particular topic. 

One of the key challenges concerning the PB process in both our cases 
was the amount of extra work, especially during the pre-examination and the 
cost-estimation phases. Thus, cooperation, coordination and division of labour 
between different units during the PB process was seen highly important. 

Knowledge resources and expertise 

PB challenges the traditional role of professionals and poses needs for new 
skills. In the analysis, we distinguished several areas of expertise required for 
PB. Expertise in substance was required in pre-examining the practical and 
fnancial feasibility of submitted. This required expertise in estimating pos-
sible future expenses as well. 

PB requires project and process management and development skills. 
In Helsinki, the process required skills to deal with winding processes and 
stressed organisations’ and personnel’s ability to plan and implement PB: 

This requires very good skills of tolerating incompleteness, uncertainty, 
and change resistance, and maybe also skills of project management. 

(Member of the Citizen Participation Management Team) 

Communication expertise is crucial in informing citizens about PB and 
supporting its promotion through various social media channels and main-
stream local media. In Tampere, the PB staff promoted PB in over 130 
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Facebook groups. Expertise and skills in face-to-face and online interactions 
were highlighted. 

Besides interaction skills, expertise in the methods of facilitating interac-
tion was essential in organising PB workshops of developing project plans. 
Facilitating groupwork entailed expertise in encouraging deliberative discus-
sion and creating safe and equal spaces. In Tampere, one of the workshops 
targeted young people, which necessitated skills to facilitate discussions with 
this age group and translate administrative language to be understandable. 

Local knowledge of the city’s neighbourhoods became essential in facilitat-
ing the workshops, reaching local key actors, collaborators and networks and 
supporting participants in developing proposals. The data also highlighted 
the ability to organise intra-organisational cooperation between service areas 
and the central administration. The tight schedule of assigning tasks to differ-
ent organisational units and insuffcient human resources challenged intra-
organisational cooperation in both cities. 

Technological and material resources 

PB requires technological tools and services, material equipment and physi-
cal spaces. Both cities used the Decidim digital platform to collect the pro-
posals and arrange the voting. In Helsinki, an expert was hired to develop the 
platform. It is noted that PB would beneft from more technological resources, 
such as coding resources. Much effort was put into the marketing of PB, such 
as social media and internet-based marketing, outdoor advertisements and a 
special PB supplement in the city’s bulletin magazine. 

Meeting citizens ‘in the feld’ to talk about PB face-to-face in familiar, safe 
and neutral locations, such as local libraries, community houses or welfare 
centres, was considered important for mobilising people. As COVID-19 lim-
ited face-to-face interaction, extra effort was put into visual communication 
materials in public spaces, such as street banners. 

In both cities, PB staff utilised technological and material resources to 
reach different participants, such as people with disabilities. Finnish and 
English were used in communication. Helsinki, as a bilingual city, had all 
its material available in Swedish as well. The main material and instructions 
were also available in Estonian, Russian, Somali and Arabi in Helsinki. Tam-
pere provided information in (Finnish) sign language for people with hearing 
disabilities. 

Resources and the equality of PB 

This chapter has aimed to further the understanding of the resources in or-
ganising well-functioning PB by asking what is needed to resource PB in 
municipal organisations. We identifed four kinds of organisational resources: 
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fnancial, human, knowledge and expert resources, as well as technological 
and material resources. Because of the novelty of PB in both of our cases, 
there might be further needs for resources in the forthcoming years. As PB is a 
mechanism that includes unexpected elements, it is not possible to know be-
forehand how citizens take part in it. PB may require more targeted marketing 
resources in the next rounds. The number of proposals may increase requir-
ing more human resources to evaluate and develop the ideas. Moreover, the 
resource intensity may prevent the use of PB in municipalities, thus affecting 
the equal participation possibilities of citizens depending on their municipal-
ity’s fnancial situation. 

Even though it has been discussed whether PB helps reduce costs by in-
creasing administrative effcacy (cf. Cabannes, 2004; Röcke, 2014), our study 
suggests that it actually requires a lot of resources, thus increasing the costs. 
Whether resources are used to institutionalise PB or implement it as a singular 
effort is important in terms of resource intensity as well as the sustainability of 
PB. The resource intensity described in this chapter sets limitations on where 
and how PB can be implemented, as it is highly dependent on municipali-
ties’ resources. The austerity of resources reveals the vulnerability of PB. In 
addition, experiences of uneven distribution of resources may cause contra-
dictions between different service areas of the city. If there are not enough re-
sources for estimating, co-creating and implementing the ideas, this may lead 
to conficts and disbelief in the units leading PB. In addition, reluctance to-
wards PB and citizen participation in general may increase (cf. Núñez, 2018; 
Kurkela et al., 2023). 

This chapter also explored how do municipal resources enable or limit 
the possibility of providing an equal and democratic process of PB for citi-
zens. By understanding the resourcing of PB in-depth, we contribute to the 
discussion of democratic equality and equal participation opportunities. 
These are essential features of social sustainability. Table 8.2 summarises 
tasks where resources in PB are needed. Firstly, resources can support 
the planning and implementation of an inclusive and equal PB process. 
Secondly, resources can help formulate a shared understanding of PB in 
organisations. Thirdly, resources play a role in developing the participa-
tory elements of the PB process. However, from the viewpoint of social 
sustainability, (insufficient) resources may also form barriers to equality 
in PB. 

We argue that, due to the imbalance and austerity in resources, munici-
palities are at risk of divergence concerning the provision of different par-
ticipation channels and opportunities for citizenry. In practice, this could 
mean that citizens of less-resourced municipalities are at risk of having fewer 
democratic opportunities than citizens in well-resourced municipalities. We 
consider these divergence possibilities an issue of democratic equality and 
inclusivity and, thus, a question of social sustainability. 
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TABLE 8.2 PB Resources and Equality 

Aim Resources needed Barriers and enablers of equality 

Planning and 
implementing 

Building common 
understanding 
and supportive 
organisational 
culture 

Enhancing 
citizens’ 
participation 

• Division of work 
(tasks, responsibilities, 
assignments between 
units) 

• Planning the process 
• Marketing and advertising 
• Online platform design 

and maintenance 
• Pre-examination of the 

proposals and fnding 
relevant experts for 
assessment 

• Cost calculation and 
feasibility assessment 

• Planning and executing 
of winning proposals 

• Evaluation and 
redevelopment of the 
whole process 

• Developing a shared 
vision on the role of PB 

• Enabling commitment 
in PB 

• Tools, methods and 
material for wide 
participation (e.g. 
marginalised groups) 

• Facilitating proposals 
and co-creation 

• Tools for sharing a wider 
understanding on PB 

• The amount of resources to 
organise PB 

• Prioritisation of participatory 
tools 

• Political will for the 
implementation scale 
of PB (e.g. city-wide vs. 
small grants) 

• Financial constrains 
• Principles and criteria for 

the fund allocation (e.g. 
population size, even 
distribution by districts) 

• Division of responsibilities 
and work tasks within 
organisation 

• Organisational commitment 
• Shared understanding of PB 

• Workload of participatory 
tools 

• Communication for inclusion 
of diverse population and 
language groups 

• Locations and times of PB 
events for inclusion of 
diverse population and 
language groups 

The resource aspect is related to the cultural context of the PB. In the 
Nordic context specifcally, as Pereira and Figueira (2022) put it, governing 
has become increasingly complex and specialised due to the many functions 
to be performed in a modern economy, especially under the premises of the 
welfare state. Our research fndings indicate that the increased duties and 
responsibilities of municipalities are accompanied by growing demands for 
the administrative processes of engaging citizens. 

We underline the connection of the availability of resources to the level 
of democratic equality. The underlying assumption is that as municipalities’ 
programmes and commitments, such as PB, become more intricate and wide-
spread, citizen participation becomes increasingly challenging not only in 
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terms of the capacities required from citizens to participate but also in terms 
of how municipalities allocate resources for these processes. This questions 
whether the resource intensity of PB challenges its potential for equal and 
inclusive democratic participation and whether this issue is of particular 
importance in Nordic countries, where the welfare state context highlights 
the importance of strong administration and extensive responsibilities (see 
Haveri, 2015). 

Implications for practice and policy 

This chapter emphasises the importance of organisational resources as either 
enabling or hindering elements of democratic equality and social sustaina-
bility and recognises the role of municipal resources as inevitably connected 
to the possibilities of implementing PB—or other democratic innovations. 
The resources, that a municipality has for developing inclusive PB, must be 
taken into consideration. As municipalities struggle with limited resources, 
they are at risk of divergence concerning the opportunities of participation 
for citizens. There is a need to critically refect PB’s potential as a demo-
cratic innovation. This is especially important in countries with strong in-
centives or even an obligation to organise PB. Resource concerns may be 
highlighted in Nordic countries, such as Finland, where municipalities have 
wide and highly regulated responsibilities. Widely regulated administrative 
procedures may cause a situation in which PB heavily burdens the municipal 
organisation. 

We fnd that the question of resources is not always well-recognised or 
considered beforehand. When the variety of resources that PB requires is rec-
ognised, it is easier to prepare and re-allocate resources accordingly. Fur-
thermore, this is important in deciding whether to conduct PB or some other 
participation mechanism. 

We call for future studies on the resources of PB in other countries with dif-
ferent administrative cultures and studies on the availability of PB and other 
democratic innovations in municipalities struggling with their fnancial situ-
ation: Do municipalities with scarce resources give up with or avoid PB or 
other resource-intensive participation methods? There is also a need to evalu-
ate the resource intensity of different democratic innovations and to address 
the interconnections between municipal resources and democratic equality 
as an essential aspect of social sustainability. 
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9 
DESIGNING AN ENERGY 
COMMUNITY OPERATOR 

Capabilities for citizen engagement 
in Nordic case studies 

Jussi Valta and Emilene Leite 

Introduction 

Transitioning to a low-carbon economy requires substantial shifts in our 
current energy infrastructure. Previously, the energy system was charac-
terised by top-down, highly centralised structures controlled by a limited 
number of corporate entities and dominated by large-scale fossil fuel-based 
power generation. However, renewable energy sources, such as solar pho-
tovoltaics, biogas plants and onshore wind, are characterised by their dis-
tributed nature enabling individuals, cooperatives, small businesses and 
local communities to invest in and beneft from energy production. The 
novelty is that this transition has empowered previously passive energy 
consumers to become “prosumers” (Envall & Rohracher, 2023), meaning 
they become active participants in the energy system by consuming and 
producing energy, although often they are not yet fully self-suffcient. 

A promising strategy to facilitate this critical transformation is through 
collective action energy projects commonly referred to as energy communi-
ties (ECs). Envall and Rohracher (2023, p. 766) defne an EC as a “gathering 
of individuals or organisations who cooperatively produce, manage, or share 
energy or energy-related services”. Recent research fndings (see e.g. Envall & 
Rohracher, 2023; Shortall et al., 2022) suggest that energy-related behaviours 
are embedded within specifc social and technological contexts. Hence, en-
ergy usage is intertwined with social practices that evolve alongside advance-
ments in energy technologies (Devine-Wright, 2012). Therefore, EC initiatives 
may promote sustainable energy practices and cultivate a sense of ownership 
and responsibility of citizens towards the society in which they are embedded 
(Shortall et al., 2022). Moreover, collective action energy projects can promote 
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energy justice and energy democracy by ensuring fair access to clean energy 
resources and democratising the decision-making process in energy manage-
ment. Also, the European Green Deal recognises the importance of collective 
action associated with energy use in the energy transition (European Commis-
sion, 2019), as it can provide consumers and the local community with the 
means to enhance their participation in energy markets. 

In an urban context, deploying new infrastructure is always a challenge, 
and getting acceptance from citizens is crucial for it. To engage citizens in this 
transition, there need to be intermediaries, i.e. agents who connect incumbents 
and communities. In this perspective, we argue that an EC operator, a central 
actor initiating and facilitating the EC creation process, requires capabilities to 
accommodate and infuence institutions, including norms, standards and tar-
iffs. These capabilities link to institutional entrepreneurship literature (Pacheco 
et al., 2010). Successful EC creation also demands aligning stakeholder inter-
ests since the EC operator must manage public and private organisations with 
different interests and related regulations. These capabilities lay the foundation 
for citizen engagement, which requires its own distinct set of capabilities. 

Despite ECs’ increased importance in advancing the energy transition, lim-
ited research has studied the required capabilities of the EC operator (Gohari 
et al., 2024). Fina and Monsberger (2023) study EC’s interactions with vari-
ous stakeholders on a conceptual level. Through four case studies in Nordic 
countries, specifcally in Finland and Sweden, this chapter aims to empiri-
cally address this critical gap by focusing on the following research question: 
What capabilities do energy community operators need to align stakeholder 
interests, navigate regulatory framework, and engage citizens while creating 
ECs? The cases and the chosen analytical framework emphasise that citizen 
engagement is dependent on being able to analyse and infuence the nas-
cent regulatory framework of ECs, as well as on the orchestration of related 
stakeholders so that the involved actors have aligned interests in the process. 
These cases were instrumental in showing that integrating citizens into the 
complex creation process of ECs has its challenges, and mostly, engagement 
processes include ideation and informing and oftentimes shared ownership. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. Next, the theoretical context is presented 
linking the EC as an enabler of energy democracy and justice. Afterward, the 
required capabilities of an EC operator are discussed. Then, the method is in-
troduced, followed by the four cases. Subsequently, we present our fndings. 
The chapter ends with implications for research and practice. 

Theoretical background 

Energy communities enabling energy democracy and justice 

Within EC initiatives, the idea of energy democracy recognises the increas-
ing role of societal actors, such as prosumers, energy cooperatives and 
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not-for-proft organisations, in shaping the energy landscape. These actors, 
however, challenge the traditional top-down model of energy governance by 
promoting greater democratisation, community ownership and participation 
in decision-making processes related to energy production and consumption. 
Thus, energy democracy represents a paradigm shift towards a more inclusive, 
participatory and sustainable future, where communities have a voice in how 
energy is produced, distributed and consumed. Szulecki (2018) conceptual-
ises energy democracy as an analytical and decision-making tool structured 
around three dimensions: popular sovereignty, participatory governance and 
civic ownership. A similar concept used in the literature on transition studies 
discusses energy justice. It is often divided into three elements: distributional 
justice, referring to fair allocation of costs and benefts; procedural justice, 
meaning inclusive participation in decision-making during planning; and 
recognition justice, referring to the participation and needs of marginalised 
communities in decision-making (Van Bommel & Höffken, 2021). The two 
concepts, energy democracy and energy justice, are quite similar, and the 
key difference is the failure of the energy democracy literature to engage with 
questions of energy poverty and distributional (in)justice as energy justice 
frameworks do (Osička et al., 2023). 

An interesting aspect is that both energy democracy and energy justice 
narratives, in line with the EC, challenge neoliberal capitalist paradigms 
that have historically shaped energy transitions, advocating for community-
oriented energy projects as alternatives (Van Veelen, 2018). While some 
scholars have emphasised that ECs can contribute to the democratisation of 
the energy system by accelerating community building, increasing citizen 
engagement in the transformation process, and shifting the ownership of 
energy resources to grassroots (Dall-Orsoletta et al., 2022), other scholars 
(see e.g. Angel, 2017) show that participation is usually limited to those in 
higher socio-economic groups. 

Despite EC being seen as an opportunity for disadvantaged communities 
(Weinrub & Giancatarino, 2015), more research is necessary to understand 
the role of social, economic and political power in energy transition. In gen-
eral terms, while EC projects represent collective action towards renewables, 
research on and knowledge about effective involvement and collective pro-
environmental actions is still lacking (Kalkbrenner & Roosen, 2016). In this 
chapter, we fll this gap by examining capabilities and activities implemented 
by EC operators, focusing on citizen engagement. 

Diferent contexts of energy communities in the Nordics 

Nordic EC projects happen in various contexts ranging from eco-villages to 
co-owned wind power plants. In this chapter, we focus on place-based, urban 
initiatives related to apartment buildings and their governance structures, 
which include the housing association. These are called taloyhtiö in Finland 
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and bostadsrättningen and samfällighet in Sweden, where the latter refers to 
joint property units, like parking halls or roads (Magnusson, 2022). In typical 
retroft projects, it is required that people owning the apartments accept the 
project and contribute to the fnancing. Democratic decision-making within 
a housing association can be diffcult in some instances (Lukkarinen et al., 
2023). Within greenfeld projects, real estate investors, who may include 
citizens, need to agree on the EC model to be invested in. Even though the 
up-front investment in on-site energy assets arguably brings lower operational 
costs and a good image for the real estate (Leskinen et al., 2020), it needs 
acceptance from these upstream actors who aim to proft from the construc-
tion project. 

In projects including multiple properties, fnding collaborative structures 
requires extending housing association processes. Some structures may exist 
already, based on community-owned roads or shared building management, 
for example (Magnusson, 2022). In greenfeld projects, such collaboration 
must be planned and agreed upon by upstream organisations. Municipali-
ties can infuence the creation of such multi-property collaborations in urban 
planning. In the most ambitious cases, municipalities seek to create Positive 
Energy Districts (PEDs), which are neighbourhoods that produce more energy 
than they consume. Table 9.1 summarises the differences in different contexts. 

Crafting a new actor with new capabilities: 
the energy community operator 

Some studies mention the need for a new kind of coordinating actor within 
the local energy context (Gohari et al., 2024; Scharnigg & Sareen, 2023). 
Some authors see that public actors could act as such an intermediary be-
tween citizens and the existing incumbents facilitating the change, whereas 
others see business potential there for new private entities. Local context, 
regulations and resources matter in how such an actor may be formed, yet 
several capabilities can be seen as crucial in any setting. Here, we follow 

TABLE 9.1 Different EC Contexts and Challenges they Pose for the EC Operator 

Single property Multi-property 

Greenfeld • Acceptance from upstream 
organisations is emphasised 

Renovation • Acceptance from citizens 

• Acceptance from upstream 
organisations 

• Administratively more complex 
• Facilitator or municipal 

involvement 
• Acceptance from citizens 
• Facilitator needed 
• Administratively more complex 

Source: Developed by the authors. 
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the work of Mahzouni (2019) and analyse citizen engagement capabilities in 
three layers: institutional, organisational and citizen. 

Capability 1: Creation of supportive institutions 
for customer engagement 

On the institutional level, EC operators need to participate in the creation 
of the EC concept for a wider audience. This includes essential actors in the 
vicinity of the EC, including regulators, network operators and fnanciers, 
who, on their behalf, create the conditions for ECs and their members. Vernay 
and Sebi (2020) divide activities on this level into lobbying, networking 
fnancing and operational/technical support. Lobbying the concept of EC to 
policymakers helps to create support for them in the highly regulated and 
competitive energy sector. Although there is active support for ECs on the 
European level, their transposition and effects happen locally, and processes 
regarding permitting or linking to spatial planning might not exist (Scharnigg 
& Sareen, 2023). 

The EC operator also acts as an intermediary between the project stake-
holders and decision-makers, therefore lobbying for the interests of a broad 
range of stakeholders. ECs may include multiple sectors (energy, building, 
telecommunications, transportation), so the operator needs to manage and 
interpret various regulatory frameworks and actor practices. Participating in 
feld-level networks or creating ones is also benefcial through knowledge 
sharing and creating the feld-level identity for ECs (Vernay & Sebi, 2020). 
Better conceptualisation and understanding of ECs also make it easier for 
banks and other fnanciers to participate in projects. Therefore, the opera-
tor should have a plan on how fnancing could be implemented and, pref-
erably, how citizens could be involved in it, e.g. through crowdfunding 
mechanisms. 

Another institution-level capability is related to founding the legal entity. 
According to European-level directives regarding ECs, they are non-proft en-
tities that aim for economic, environmental and social benefts rather than 
profts. In the Nordic countries, there are traditions regarding housing asso-
ciations, which have in both case countries been applied in the EC context. 
Even if these institutions exist, the operator may need to adapt them to the 
local context and EC scope. 

Capability 2: Aligning stakeholder interests from 
an organisational perspective 

Regarding the internal stakeholders responsible for creating, organising 
and operating the EC, there needs to be a mutual understanding of the 
shared value proposition for the end user. Especially in ECs that involve 
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multiple stakeholders and domains like electricity, district heating (DH) 
and transportation, the alignment between partners needs to happen such 
that the end user receives a coherent service (Adner, 2017). ECs affect 
the businesses of several incumbents (Vanhanen et al., 2023). ECs may 
decrease the revenue of network companies and the local utility through 
increased self-suffciency, which can make them less supportive of EC 
development. Consequently, the EC operator enacts in designing EC’s in-
ternal tariffs and incentives for fexibility so that they are aligned with 
the tariffs of the network companies and utilities. Here, transparency and 
dialogue with future end users can alleviate misunderstandings, for exam-
ple on dynamic tariffs that fuctuate throughout the day (Ryszawska et al., 
2021). On the other hand, in greenfeld projects, real estate developers 
need to make more up-front investments if they want to create ECs. How 
the costs and benefts of the investments are shared among the members 
constructing the EC needs to be appropriately planned to get all actors 
involved (Vanhanen et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, EC design choices need to be carefully considered for long-
term benefts. This matters in not only energy technologies and physical infra-
structure like energy networks but also data infrastructure. Interoperable data 
infrastructure enables multi-actor collaboration, as it provides information on 
how and when energy is being used and produced, how essential appliances 
function and what kinds of fexibilities are available. In addition, energy stor-
age systems, heat pumps and building automation systems may be coupled 
with their own data systems and applications. Integrating these different tech-
nologies to operate under the EC operator’s terms requires open interfaces 
and collaboration. 

Capability 3: Engaging citizens to participate and change behaviour 

The EC operator needs to create interest and motivation among local people 
(including future citizens) on energy matters. On the one hand, the operator 
should interpret and use local norms, identities and culture as a springboard 
to legitimise the new EC model to locals, who may be unfamiliar with the 
concept (Kalkbrenner & Roosen, 2016). It can be made more understandable 
and framed as something positive by relating it to local culture or norms. On 
the other hand, the operator can invite citizens to participate in EC creation 
(Shortall et al., 2022). Surveying people in interviews or focus groups can give 
information on local values and needs. To obtain ideas or develop certain 
aspects in an EC, e.g. fnances, goals, incentives and feedback systems, the 
operator can use workshops, forums or public events to engage with local 
people. 

For more specifc elements, such as development of the user interface, the 
operator can arrange co-creation and co-design sessions with potential end 
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users. One benefcial aspect of a participatory approach is that it supports 
possible behavioural changes during the operational phase, as the EC’s iden-
tity is more based on the overall group identity in the neighbourhood. As ECs 
are moving towards smart and demand fexibility-oriented models, customer 
understanding and motivation to be a part of the system have an increased 
role (Hiteva & Foxon, 2021). 

Methodology 

The authors used a case study approach to examine how EC operators in 
two Nordic countries engage with citizens and promote participation. EC 
projects require collaboration among diverse actors, including government, 
individuals, companies, cooperatives, small businesses and citizens, and the 
case study method is ideal for exploring such complex settings (Yin, 2017). 
We focused on Finland and Sweden, as their advanced energy infrastructures 
and gaps in supporting EC frameworks offer unique insights for understanding 
how citizens engage in EC within these contexts. 

Preconditions for citizen engagement in the case countries 

The preconditions for citizen engagement in the two case countries are two-
fold. Both countries have highly developed energy infrastructures, with a 
high share of low-carbon sources through nuclear, hydro and wind power, 
with some of the lowest retail prices for electricity in Europe (Eurostat, 2024). 
Citizens have smart meters, which means they can have dynamic contracts, 
and they are frontrunners in the electrifcation of heating and transport 
(Tagliapietra et al., 2024). Finnish and Swedish citizens are also relatively 
active in switching electricity suppliers, indicating engagement in energy 
matters. On the other side, Finland and Sweden can be seen as laggards in EC 
development (ACER, 2023). Neither of the countries has a supportive frame-
work for ECs except the model within an apartment building (in Sweden) or a 
property (in Finland). Additionally, there are some contradictions in the case 
countries that make both interesting contexts to examine. For example, while 
Sweden positions itself as a green frontrunner embracing citizen participa-
tion in fronts such as living labs for smart energy experimentation, political 
visions or policy goals related to ECs are nonexistent (Envall & Rohracher, 
2023). The prevalent support mechanisms, expectations and policy instru-
ments for energy transition point towards homeowners of detached houses 
and for-proft companies. In Finland, housing associations and neighbour-
hood-level ECs miss a strong and coherent regulatory framework and have 
ambiguous targets (Lukkarinen et al., 2023). This mix of strong infrastructure 
and weak policy support makes these countries valuable cases for under-
standing citizen engagement in EC. 
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Research approach and data gathering 

We examined four cases – two from each country. In Sweden, we focused 
on Tamarinden (EC1), an emerging smart and sustainable urban district, and 
Stockholm Royal Seaport (EC2), Sweden’s largest urban development project 
aimed at eliminating fossil fuel use by 2030. In Finland, we explored Hiedan-
ranta (EC3), a greenfeld project in a growing city, and Hepokulta (EC4), a 
large-scale renovation project where multiple properties are being retroftted 
simultaneously. 

Data was gathered from various secondary sources, including legislation 
on energy (such as EU Electricity Market Directive 2019/944), Renewable 
Energy Acts, and subsidy schemes. Additional insights were drawn from pro-
ject homepages, national and local news, blogs, policy documents, reports, 
academic journal articles, theses, as well as online videos and podcasts. The 
various sources complemented each other and helped us triangulate infor-
mation. The material was analysed through the lens of the three EC operator 
capabilities presented in the previous chapter. First, each case was exam-
ined within its local and national context to understand how specifc policy 
frameworks, regulatory environments and community characteristics impact 
citizen participation. Following this, a cross-case analysis was conducted to 
identify how EC projects in each country engage with citizens and manage 
energy transitions. 

Case descriptions 

EC1 Tamarinden, Örebro, Sweden 

Tamarinden, a sustainable district 2.5 km south of Örebro, began construc-
tion in autumn 2022, adding 800 households and a preschool. Focused 
on energy production, storage and sharing, it redistributes surplus energy 
among buildings using local sources like solar power and heat. Örebro city 
and fve developers aim to make Tamarinden a model for Sweden’s 2030 
climate goals. 

A tax exemption declared by the Council for Advance Tax Rulings for 
shared electricity marked a milestone for local energy systems. Among the 
project developers, these new rules were seen as game changers laying 
the foundation for innovative ways of constructing local energy systems. In 
parallel, the city of Örebro and ÖrebroBostäder, a municipal housing com-
pany, has embarked on a new partnership with more than 22 other Swedish 
municipalities, 6 government agencies, and the innovation programme Viable 
Cities’ national initiative “Climate Neutral Cities 2030”. Together, their goal 
is to address legal and regulatory barriers hindering signifcant progress in 
reducing climate impact. 
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EC2 Stockholm Royal Seaport, Stockholm, Sweden 

Stockholm Royal Seaport, a former industrial area, plans to add 12,000 homes 
and 35,000 workplaces. Designated by Stockholm City Council as a testing 
ground for sustainable solutions, it aims to be fossil-free by 2030 and climate-
positive by 2040. The project involves the city, urban planners, residents, busi-
nesses and research institutions. The area integrates schools, preschools and 
parks, with a focus on resource-effcient solutions, climate adaptation and 
community involvement. Collaboration and innovative thinking are pivotal 
in advancing creative solutions and encouraging community involvement. 
Workshops and focus groups, digital media and city walks, as well as physical 
and virtual spaces have facilitated meetings, activities and initiatives fostering 
personal involvement and a sense of ownership among residents and workers. 

Concerning energy effciency, the municipal housing company Stock-
holmshem built two plus-energy buildings in Stockholm Royal Seaport with 
43 rental apartments designed to be net energy producers with the help of solar 
panels, geothermal heat, effcient insulation and ventilation, and recycling 
of excess heat from wastewater. For example, excess electricity production 
is sold to the grid and balanced against purchased electricity during colder 
periods. Torbjörn Kumlin, project manager at Stockholmshem, affrmed that 
over the year, solar panels produced more energy than the properties needed. 

EC3 Hiedanranta, Tampere, Finland 

Hiedanranta, a new sustainable district in Tampere, Finland, will eventually 
accommodate 25,000 citizens. Tampere aims for carbon negativity, using ECs 
to achieve three goals: (1) deploying customer-focused, community-based 
models; (2) giving customers feedback on energy use and the ability to con-
trol it; and (3) a system based on renewable energy that uses effciently and 
fexibly electricity, heating and cooling networks. 

In 2014, the city bought the land from a forestry company and transferred 
it to a city-owned housing development company, allowing more independ-
ence from city budget policies. The district will be constructed between 2025 
and 2040. Currently, the local utility is developing a low-temperature bidirec-
tional DH system, allowing apartment buildings and companies to sell excess 
heat to the network. However, creating this system is complex due to the lack 
of national procedures or tariff structures. Successful implementation requires 
clear business models understood by architects, building automation system 
designers, real estate developers and residents investing in the buildings. 

An important steering mechanism in the district development is land 
transfer rules, which construction companies must fulfl when purchasing 
plots. These rules have provisions on, for example, open data interfaces and 
energy performance levels. These rules are meant to facilitate collaboration 
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but also long-term interoperability as technologies develop. A data platform 
is planned for facilitating data-driven innovations. The area has also hosted 
energy innovation demonstrations, such as Polar Night Energy’s sand battery 
and biochar by Carbofex. 

Although construction has not started yet, citizens have been involved in 
the planning process through events and workshops. In 2016, public events, 
including a workshop to generate ideas with local businesses, were held. In 
2018, citizens could offer feedback on the district’s urban plan in an event 
with various theme discussion tables. 

EC4 Hepokulta, Turku, Finland 

In Turku, Finland, eight housing associations in the Hepokulta suburb collabo-
rated on a major, €80m renovation project, one of the largest in Finland. The 
upgrades included switching from DH to ground-source heat pumps, façade 
renovations, pipe repairs, new data systems and waste heat recovery. He-
pokulta is a 1970s suburb with around 1,400 residents, mostly pensioners. This 
indicates that a large proportion of residents have lived in the area since its 
construction. The key institutional innovation in Hepokulta was applying for a 
green loan as a group. In 2016, it became clear individual housing associations 
would not be able to gain bank fnancing, so a new approach was needed. 
Importantly, there was an existing platform for collaboration between the eight 
housing associations: a common housing manager, namely Hepokullan Lämpö 
Oy. They facilitated planning of the group construction with renovation con-
sultants Korjauspartnerit. According to the CEO of Hepokullan Lämpö, the ben-
efts of tendering the renovations as a group amounted to 1.8 million euros. 

Despite the extensiveness of the renovation, citizen involvement was lim-
ited. Information sessions were popular but saw reduced participation due to 
Covid-19. An online tool was introduced but was not widely adopted due to 
the high average age of residents. One link that was perhaps missing was be-
tween the housing association boards, who are generally the most knowledge-
able residents, and other residents who receive less information. The renovation 
introduced apartment-based electricity and water metering, requiring residents 
to switch from collective to individual electricity contracts (which brought more 
options), but some residents were also hesitant and unfamiliar with the market 
offerings. Rising loan interest rates also heavily impacted residents. 

Overview of the identifed EC operator capabilities 
in the diferent contexts 

The four cases show how interlinked the three distinguished capabilities are, 
even though they happen on different levels of action. Table 9.2 displays an 
overview of the identifed EC operator capabilities and related activities. The 



 

  

 

  

  

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 
  

  

 

    
 

  

 
 

 

  
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 

TABLE 9.2 Overview of Cases through the Lens of the EC Operator’s Three Capabilities and Related Activities 

Case and the identifed Institutional entrepreneurship Stakeholder alignment Citizen engagement 
EC operator 

Tamarinden Sweden; 
Örebro Municipality 

• Receiving new rule of tax 
exemption for local energy 
sharing 

• Engaging in the innovation 
programme Viable Cities 

• Örebro’s municipal authorities 
engage with developers, 
environmental experts, and 
citizens to create a sustainable 
neighbourhood 

• Citizens are actively engaged in 
planning and decision-making 

Hiedanranta, Finland; 
Housing developer 

company 

• Creation of new municipal 
entity: housing developer 
company 

• Creating rules for bidirectional 
DH 

• District-level platform for data 
management and sharing 

• Facilitating R&D and piloting 
• Creating land transfer rules for 

construction companies 

• Workshops and feedback 
sessions during planning 

• Customer energy feedback 

Hepokulta Finland; 
Hepokullan Lämpö Oy 

• Facilitating group fnancing and 
getting a green loan 

• Group manager and consultant 
collaboration covering multiple 
housing associations 

• Tendering together increasing 
negotiation power 

• Information sessions 
• Online information-sharing 

platform 
• Individual smart metering 

Stockholm Royal Seaport 
Sweden; City of 
Stockholm 

• Identifying the regulations, 
fnancial instruments and 
organisational conditions 
required to ensure 
feasibility – from early 
planning to implementation 

• The City of Stockholm owns the 
land, and this ownership allows 
them to implement stricter 
requirements beyond existing 
building codes and legislation 

• Game elements and video 
games, presentations of the local 
development plan and resident 
consultation with the public, 
workshops with entrepreneurs 
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capability for institutional entrepreneurship refers to the EC operator’s ability 
to create new ownership and governance models, such as the bidirectional 
DH model in Hiedanranta (case 3) or organising group tendering processes in 
Hepokulta for a green loan programme (case 4). It also refers to the applica-
tion of non-established rules and regulations, such as new tax rules for local 
energy sharing (case 1). From the energy justice perspective, these institu-
tional innovations support the ECs’ internal functioning, but they need to re-
spond to the critique of “cherry picking”, i.e. distributional justice concerning 
all energy users. Critics may argue that ECs should not have special treatment, 
e.g. in taxation. However, in the future, ECs may also carry responsibilities 
that have previously belonged to the state, so there is a new balance to be 
sought in how benefts and costs are shared (Van Bommel & Höffken, 2021). 

The EC operators’ ability to align stakeholder interests happens through 
new coordination and interaction mechanisms. These include new ways to 
share data (case 2), public-private partnerships (case 1) and district-level ser-
vice models (case 3) where customer value is put at the centre. The energy 
sector has its own characteristics when it comes to incentives and business 
model development, which have been rapidly changing in recent years. As 
ECs can cover organisations from building, energy, IT and transportation 
sectors, fnding trust and a common language is not always easy. The whole 
creation process needs to be grounded in procedural justice so that all stake-
holders are considered and heard. Some organisations are more willing to 
invest in local energy resources than others, which means that setting sustain-
ability targets and requirements is not enough but needs to be accompanied 
by business models with, e.g., third-party service providers or well-planned 
fnancing (case 3). Greater purchasing power from a larger EC entity helps in 
fnding economies of scale with these actors. 

The third capability, customer engagement, can be divided into the 
mechanisms for joining in EC planning and behavioural changes during EC 
operation. Citizens were involved in various ways in the planning process, 
especially in the initial ideation. For example, in Sweden (case 1), citizens are 
actively engaged in planning and decision-making processes, contributing to 
the shaping of their neighbourhoods through workshops, feedback sessions 
and community events. This level of engagement aligns with the principles of 
energy democracy (Szulecki, 2018), where communities have a voice in how 
energy is produced, distributed and consumed. The decision-making process 
differs in greenfeld and renovation projects, as real estate investors are the 
decision-makers in new areas, such as Hiedanranta (case 3) and Tamarinden 
(case 1). In renovation projects, the housing association makes the decision, 
which requires a thorough explanation of the project and its economics. 
During construction, the role of citizens is to understand the project’s devel-
opment and how it affects them. In Hepokulta (case 4), this was done through 
information sessions and an online platform. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 
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live meetings were harder to organise, so online interaction became more im-
portant. However, older people were not suffciently introduced to the usage 
of the online platform and lacked much of the information. On the one hand, 
this brings to the forefront the challenge of energy equity and how access 
to participate could be guaranteed for different citizens. On the other hand, 
digitalisation enables equal rules for everybody, as apartments’ energy usage 
can be metered accurately. 

Implications for practice and policy 

This Finnish-Swedish multiple case study examined the capabilities required 
by an EC operator to establish just and sustainable solutions in the various 
contexts. In that way, it has contributed to the research gap of crafting an EC 
operator, identifed by Gohari et al. (2024). The studied cases are different 
to each other and no uniform EC model or management style can be found 
from them, but some similarities can be still identifed. The positioning of 
citizens in the projects varied according to their roles as decision-makers and 
the phase of the EC project. The case studies illustrate how the creation of 
such models requires a broad range of capabilities in handling local politics, 
fnancing, business models, regulations, technology and social aspects. Re-
garding institutional entrepreneurship capabilities, the cases in both countries 
had similar challenges in navigating energy-related regulations. It could be ar-
gued that in Sweden, the innovation network related to ECs is more stable and 
industry-oriented with the Viable Cities platform, whereas the Finnish cases 
have been more closely related to research programmes. On the stakeholder 
alignment level, it is noticeable that in all cases, existing land governance 
and ownership enabled the creation of district-level collaboration structures. 
Lastly, citizen engagement was, in both countries, mostly about informing or 
ideation and not, for example, co-creating energy solutions with the users. 

The demanding list of capabilities suggests that there would be potential 
for public-private partnerships, in which local public actors could take a more 
proactive role in helping with regulatory frameworks and energy network 
companies could support more with, e.g., accustomed tariffs. This aligns with 
the fndings by Scharnigg and Sareen (2023), who emphasise the role of EC 
operators in interpreting regulation. The cases show that integrating citizens 
into the complex creation process of ECs has its challenges, and mostly, en-
gagement processes include ideation and informing and, oftentimes, shared 
ownership. However, the long-term success of projects could be further devel-
oped through co-creation mechanisms. The best practices from case countries 
could be shared with regulators and EC operators in other countries. Sharing 
knowledge of new EC models and tariffs could be incentivised by making it 
a requirement for receiving governmental funding for the project. Arguably, 
these fndings are also applicable in sectors such as food, transportation and 
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water management, where environmental issues and new technologies are 
driving community-driven solutions and a certain level of decentralisation. 

Given the four EC cases examined in this study are ongoing projects, future 
longitudinal studies can be relevant to grasp a project’s different phases and 
the various strategies used to increase citizen participation. Future studies 
should also expand the research methodology by conducting interviews 
and/or survey research in addition to secondary sources as this research is 
solely based on. Additionally, new studies identifying specifc co-creation 
mechanisms, for instance, related to fnancing, maintenance duties or energy 
sharing, are needed to facilitate the emergence of an EC and its role in the 
sustainable energy transition. 
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10 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF DEMOCRATIC 
ATTITUDES AND CIVIC VIRTUES IN A 
DELIBERATIVE MINI-PUBLIC 

Introduction 

In many countries, including Finland, municipalities have been on the front-
line of adopting democratic innovations, such as participatory budgeting, 
citizens’ initiatives, and various forms of e-democracy. In recent years, a 
few cities have also experimented with deliberative mini-publics (DMPs), 
in which a randomly selected group of citizens receives briefng materials, 
hears experts, discusses in moderated small groups, and crafts proposals 
for decision-makers. The recently organised DMPs in Finnish municipalities 
include the Turku deliberates citizens’ panel, in which city residents had a 
chance to have their say on urban planning in the city centre. What made 
Turku deliberates an interesting case was that the participants were not only 
lay citizens but also included city council members. Following Harris et al. 
(2023), we call DMPs that include politicians (elected offcials) along with lay 
citizens (non-elected residents) mixed-member deliberative forums. 

Including politicians in a mini-public can increase the political impact of 
citizen engagement if the politicians become advocates of the citizens’ pro-
posals after the deliberative event (Setälä, 2017). Politicians may also share 
their knowledge during a discussion (Harris et al., 2023) and help discussion 
groups prepare realistic proposals with a better chance of impacting decision-
making. Furthermore, the participation of politicians may increase their trust 
in deliberative processes (Harris et al., 2023). Citizens, for their part, may 
gain trust in political institutions, and their external political effcacy can 
be enforced when they interact directly with elected offcials (Harris et al., 
2023; Setälä, 2017). Yet, there are no controlled experiments on the effects of 
involving politicians in mini-publics. 
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In this chapter, we study the development of democratic attitudes and civic 
virtues in a DMP. By democratic attitudes, we refer to support for different 
forms of democratic participation, such as taking part in a DMP, giving feed-
back to public service providers, or voting in a local referendum. By civic 
virtues, we refer to important skills for political participation, such as politi-
cal knowledge, political effcacy, political trust, and preparedness for collec-
tive action (Grönlund et al., 2010). We contribute to the existing literature 
by introducing results from a controlled experiment in which citizens were 
randomly assigned into Citizens only or Mixed discussion groups, enabling 
to draw conclusions on the impacts of mixed-member deliberation. Our re-
sults show that among all participants, support for deliberative democracy, 
user democracy, and external political effcacy increased. Internal political 
effcacy increased when the item was formulated to concern local democ-
racy. An important conclusion from including politicians in DMPs is that we 
did not see a more positive development of civic virtues in the groups with 
only citizen participants. Therefore, we can conclude that from a civic virtue 
perspective, the involvement of politicians in a mini-public has no negative 
impact. 

In the next section, we discuss the potential opportunities and challenges 
of involving politicians in deliberations together with citizens. After that, we 
introduce the Turku deliberates mini-public, our research questions, and 
measures. The results section presents the main fndings and answers the re-
search questions. In the conclusions, we summarise the main fndings and 
discuss the results in the light of previous research. In the fnal part, we dis-
cuss the implications of our research for practice and policy and offer some 
suggestions for the organisers of DMPs. 

Literature on mixed-member mini-publics 

In recent years, theorists have put forward novel institutional designs for cou-
pling arenas of citizen deliberation with representative institutions (Hendriks, 
2016). One such proposed method is to invite politicians into mini-public 
discussions. Scholars argue that the involvement of politicians can enhance 
their commitment to take up mini-public recommendations in legislative 
work (Setälä, 2017). Mixed-member deliberation can also mitigate the dis-
tance between professional politicians and lay citizens because it enables 
an exchange of views, learning from one another, and understanding each 
other’s concerns. Especially in light of the contemporary distrust of politics 
and politicians, deliberation together with politicians could restore citizens’ 
perceived legitimacy of democratic politics (Vandamme et al., 2018, p. 391). 

An apparent drawback of including politicians in mini-public deliberations 
is that they can dominate discussions because, compared to citizens, they 
have superior experience and skills in political argumentation (Harris et al., 
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2023) and knowledge of the topics. Domination can take place in the form 
of politicians talking more, but also, what politicians say may be regarded 
as more meaningful if they are perceived to be more experienced in politi-
cal decision-making and have superior knowledge about the issue at hand 
(Strandberg et al., 2021). 

Some scholars have warned about the possibility that the involvement of 
politicians in deliberative discussions may bring parliamentary logic into de-
liberative discussions (Farrell et al., 2018; Flinders et al., 2016). This could 
mean that instead of following the requirements of deliberation, politicians 
use similar rhetorical strategies and tactics that characterise parliamentary 
talk, which is infuenced by a strong awareness of acting in front of several 
audiences. Therefore, politicians often engage in “confrontational dialogue,” 
which combines party competition and public exhibition (e.g., Ilie, 2003). 
Rather than engaging with other politicians in a truth-tracking process, poli-
ticians may use abusive language and insulting behaviour to question their 
opponents’ credibility and moral profle (Ilie, 2016, p. 138). 

However, it would be misleading to depict the nature of parliamentary 
talk as exclusively adversarial (Bächtiger, 2014). In many countries, members 
of parliament also participate in the meetings of special committees that 
are not open for the public. Out of the public eye, members of parliament 
are free to express their preferences, search for common interests, and even 
change their minds after hearing good arguments (Chambers, 2004, p. 399). 
Under such conditions, “mutual consultation, systematic deliberation and 
joint discursive undertaking” can become the guiding logic of parliamentary 
talk (Ilie, 2003, p. 73). If mixed-member deliberation gave rise to this type of 
communication, discourse quality would not be weakened despite the pres-
ence of politicians. 

When it comes to the politicians’ domination of discussions, which could 
infuence the development of civic virtues, the evidence is mixed, with some 
studies observing domination by politicians and others not (Farrell et al., 
2020; Grönlund et al., 2022; Harris et al., 2023; Strandberg & Berg, 2020; 
Strandberg et al., 2021). Our previous study indicates that the politicians who 
took part in the Turku deliberates mini-public were indeed able to adopt a de-
liberative stance (Grönlund et al., 2022), that is, to see one another “as equals 
engaged in the mutual exchange of reasons oriented as if to reaching a shared 
practical judgement” (Owen & Smith, 2015, p. 228). Our analysis of citizens’ 
survey responses indicated that the involvement of politicians did not affect 
the citizens’ subjective evaluations of discussion dynamics, inclusiveness 
of discussions, or their overall assessments of the mini-public. Furthermore, 
77 per cent of the citizen participants in the Mixed groups agreed with the 
statement, “The presence of local councillors in the small group helped me 
understand the topic at hand,” showing that the politicians’ involvement may 
affect how citizens process and obtain new knowledge. 
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Participation in DMPs has been found to shape participants’ attitudes to-
wards political institutions and processes (Theuwis et al., 2024). Regarding 
the development of civic virtues, political knowledge generally increases in 
DMPs (Grönlund et al., 2010, 2020; Luskin et al., 2022). Nevertheless, the 
results on other civic virtues are somewhat mixed. For example, Grönlund 
et al. (2010) observed that participants’ political trust increased, whereas po-
litical effcacy did not. Studies on the development of civic virtues in mixed-
member deliberation are still rare, with few important exceptions. Strandberg 
et al. (2021) studied deliberations in mixed-member groups but without com-
parisons to Citizens only groups. They did not observe that political trust or 
political effcacy would increase due to deliberation. Flinders et al. (2016) 
had both mixed-member and Citizens only groups, albeit assignment to the 
groups was not random. They did not observe differences in the development 
of political effcacy between the two types of groups. 

To summarise existing literature, evidence on the development of demo-
cratic attitudes and civic virtues in deliberation is mixed. Moreover, while 
politicians can sometimes dominate the discussions in mixed-member delib-
erative forums, the evidence does not give an overly pessimistic view of the 
likelihood of successful mixed-member deliberation. 

Research questions 

We study how participation in a DMP affects political effcacy, political trust, 
satisfaction with local democracy, and support for deliberative democracy, user 
democracy, and referendums. Internal political effcacy refers to an individual’s 
competence to take part in politics, whereas external effcacy refers to the per-
ception that the political system is responsive to citizens’ demands and actions 
(Campbell et al., 1954; Converse, 1972; Craig et al., 1990). Political trust meas-
ures confdence in the capacity of different political institutions to fulfl their 
normative expectations (Grönlund et al., 2010). As such, it is closely related to 
external effcacy, albeit the two concepts can be separated (Craig et al., 1990). 

Since theoretical literature and empirical evidence on mixed-member de-
liberation do not provide an unambiguous basis for hypothesising, we pose 
research questions rather than hypotheses. Firstly, we will explore how par-
ticipants’ civic virtues and democracy attitudes develop due to deliberation. 
To be more specifc, we ask whether the support of deliberative democracy 
and civic virtues increase due to deliberation (RQ1). Since we have already 
established that the participants’ experiences of the mini-public were posi-
tive overall (Grönlund et al., 2022) and that they learned about the topic 
(Grönlund et al., 2020), there is a basis for assuming that support for delib-
erative democracy increases during deliberation. Trust in political institutions 
can also increase if the participants’ confdence in the overall democratic 
system is strengthened due to participation. Parallel claims may apply to 
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political effcacy. Internal and external political effcacy may increase if the 
participants gain confdence in their ability to participate and impact politics. 

Our second question concerns the differences between the two treatment 
conditions. With respect to these differences, we ask whether support for de-
liberative democracy and civic virtues increase more in Citizens only groups 
compared to Mixed groups (RQ2). When politicians are involved in a DMP, it 
is possible that they abandon their role as elected representatives and instead 
engage in deliberations as “one of the citizens.” In other words, politicians can 
disengage from the familiar norms and practices of parliamentary talk and re-
strain from using the event as a platform for party politics. If this is the case, the 
involvement of politicians in deliberation can make citizens think more highly 
of deliberative democracy. A positive development in political trust can occur 
if participants learn to know representatives and realise their genuine interest in 
citizens’ opinions. A similar effect on political effcacy may occur if politicians 
share their knowledge on issue-specifc details and ongoing political processes, 
thus increasing citizens’ belief in their ability for political participation. 

Finally, we ask to what extent we fnd similar effects of the presence of 
politicians on local-level democratic attitudes and civic virtues (RQ3). We in-
clude questions regarding local democracy since municipal decision-making 
institutions are the most well-known for citizens, and municipalities decide 
on services that shape citizens’ everyday lives. Local governments are an im-
portant context for democratic participation because they allow citizens to 
have a say in decisions that are more immediate and comprehensible to in-
dividuals than state-level policies (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). Despite their 
highly relevant role in shaping citizens’ lives in Finland, trust in local govern-
ments is signifcantly lower than trust in the national government (OECD, 
2021). Therefore, the presence of local politicians may increase trust in local 
democracy in the eyes of citizens to a greater extent than trust towards demo-
cratic institutions in general. Also, politicians may share their knowledge on 
locally relevant issues, which may increase citizens’ belief in their ability to 
participate in decision-making concerning those issues. 

Turku deliberates mini-public 

We organised an online DMP together with the City of Turku on the topic of 
transportation policies in the city centre (Grönlund et al., 2020). The recruit-
ment process started with an invitation mailed to a random sample of 12,000 
citizens of Turku. The mini-public took place online, and participants re-
ceived 50 euros as a reward for their participation. A number of 171 citizens 
confrmed their participation (55 per cent (n = 94) were male, and 45 per cent 
(n = 76) were female). The participants were not entirely representative because 
they were more educated than the general public (see Grönlund et al., 2020, 
Appendix B). Nevertheless, the group of participants was diverse, indicating that 
various views on transportation policies were heard in the discussions. 
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The mini-public was connected to the city council’s work via its decision-
making on a new master plan for the city centre. The participants were informed 
about the political impact of the mini-public. The mini-public was intended to 
be held face-to-face but was moved online due to the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The mode itself should not be a major concern since previous re-
search shows similar changes in opinions and similarly positive participant 
evaluations in organised face-to-face and online deliberations (Gelauff et al., 
2023; Grönlund et al., 2009; Strandberg et al., 2019). The frst pre-deliberation 
survey (t1) consisted of questions related to opinions on transportation issues, 
trust, effcacy, and background variables. The second pre-deliberation survey (t2) 
included questions on general political knowledge, knowledge about transpor-
tation issues, and a questionnaire on a perspective-taking scale (Davis, 1980). 
Both surveys were conducted before the mini-public in 2020. 

Before the small group discussions, briefng material about transport pol-
icy was mailed to those who have indicated their willingness to participate. 
The material consisted of statistics and three scenarios (Small change, Rapid 
change, and Big change) that varied in terms of how radically they altered the 
city’s transport policies towards the goal of carbon-neutrality. Central topics 
were the restrictions on private cars in the city centre, the infrastructure for 
cycling and walking, and public transportation. The briefng materials also 
included written rules for deliberative discussion. 

The online event took place in May 2020. In the event, the participants 
were randomly assigned into 21 small groups consisting of 5–11 citizens per 
group. Of the groups, 10 were Citizens only groups (n = 87), and 11 were 
Mixed groups (n = 84). Because of last-minute dropouts, we did not have 
complete control over the number of participants within the small groups. To 
form the Mixed groups, we followed roughly the procedures used by the Irish 
Constitutional Convention (Farrell et al., 2020): political parties were repre-
sented in proportion to their share of seats in the city council.1 Each party 
decided which of its councillors participated, and in most cases, councillors 
volunteered to participate based on their interest in traffc and urban planning 
(Grönlund et al., 2022). Two councillors representing different parties were 
assigned to each Mixed group, except for one group that included only one 
politician. After the discussions, the citizen participants completed a post-
deliberation survey (t3), which repeated most items in t1 and the knowledge 
questions in t2. See Grönlund et al. (2020, 2022) for a more detailed descrip-
tion of the Turku deliberates process. 

Measures 

Table 10.1 shows the items in the sum variables used to measure Support for de-
liberative democracy, Political trust, and External and Internal political effcacy.2 

The scale for political trust is 0–10, whereas all other items are measured with 
a four-point Likert scale. The table demonstrates that Support for deliberative 
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TABLE 10.1 The Sum Variables and Their Components 

Support for Trust in External Internal 
deliberative political political political effcacya 

democracya institutionsb effcacya 

Items Representative 
democracy 
should be 
supported by 
political debates 
for ordinary 
citizens. 

Personally, I 
would like 
to take part in 
political 
debates for 
citizens. 

Cronbach’s t1=0.741; 
alpha t3=0.595 

Political 
parties 

Parliament 

Finnish 
government 

Politicians 

t1=0.932; 
t3=0.913 

By voting, 
ordinary 
people can 
infuence 
political 
decision-
making. 

MPs are rapidly 
distancing 
themselves 
from the 
problems of 
ordinary 
people (R). 

I have no say 
in what the 
government 
and parliament 
decide (R). 

Parties are only 
interested 
in people’s 
votes, not their 
opinions (R). 

t1=0.855; 
t3=0.825 

Sometimes 
politics seems 
so complicated 
that I don’t 
really 
understand 
what’s 
going on. 

I am confdent 
in my own 
ability to 
participate in 
politics. 

t1=0.458; 
t3=0.442 

a Question: What do you think of the following statements? Four-point scale from Disagree 
completely to Agree completely. 

b Question: How much do you trust the following actors? Tell your opinion on a scale from zero 
to ten, where zero means “I do not trust at all” and ten “I trust completely”. 

democracy shows satisfactory internal consistency, measured with Cronbach’s 
alpha, at t1, whereas internal consistency at t3 is clearly lower. External political 
effcacy and Trust in political institutions have satisfactory internal consistency 
both at t1 and t3. Internal political effcacy does not show satisfactory consist-
ency at t1 or t3, and we therefore analyse items of internal effcacy separately. 

For measures concerning local democracy, we created a sum variable 
called Satisfaction with local representative democracy, which taps into the 
respondents’ attitudes towards fairness and responsiveness of current repre-
sentative democracy in the City of Turku. Because of low internal consistency, 
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TABLE 10.2 The Variables Concerning Local Democracy and Their Components 

Satisfaction 
with local 
representative 
democracya 

Support 
for user 
democracya 

Support for 
referendumsa 

Trust in 
local 
political 
institutionsb 

Local 
(internal) 
political 
effcacya 

Items Decision-
making in 
the City of 
Turku is fair 

Residents 
who use 
public 
services 

A local 
referendum 
should be 
held when 

City of 
Turku civil 
servants 

I am 
familiar 
with 
urban 

and treats 
all residents 

should 
have more 

decisions 
are made 

planning 
and land 

equally. say in the 
decision-
making 
related 
to public 
services in 
the City of 
Turku. 

on the 
most 
important 
political 
issues in 
the City of 
Turku. 

use in 
the City 
of Turku. 

Citizens’ 
opinions 
are taken 

Turku City 
Council 

into account 
in the 
City of 
Turku. 

Cronbach’s t1=0.833; t1=0.951; 
alpha t3=0.810 t3=0.863 

a Question: What do you think of the following statements? Four-point scale from Disagree 
completely to Agree completely. 

b Question: How much do you trust the following actors? Tell your opinion on a scale from zero 
to ten, where zero means “I do not trust at all” and ten “I trust completely”. 

we measured Support for user democracy and Support for referendums with 
separate items. Trust in local political institutions is measured on a scale from 
0 to 10 and consists of trust towards the city council and local civil servants. 
Furthermore, we included a measure for Internal political effcacy at the local 
level, i.e., the respondents’ assessment of how well they know the topic of 
deliberations, which was specifed as land use and urban planning in Turku. 
Table 10.2 shows the measures and sum variables concerning local democracy. 

Results 

Table 10.3 shows the results on support for deliberative democracy, trust in 
political institutions, external political effcacy, and the two items measuring 
internal political effcacy. The table compares all participants, participants in 



 
  

 

 

TABLE 10.3 The Effects of Deliberation on Democratic Attitudes and Civic Virtues (Means and Standard Deviations in All Groups) 

Before (t1) After (t3) Difference t3–t1 N 
(p)a 

Support for deliberative democracy All 3.024 (0.627) 3.491 (0.507) 0.467 (<0.001) 165 
Citizens only 3.010 (0.643) 3.500 (0.494) 0.49 (<0.001) 85 
Mixed 3.043 (0.612) 3.481 (0.524) 0.438 (<0.001) 80 
Difference treatment −0.033 (0.742) 0.019 (0.758) 

conditions (p) 

Trust in political institutions All 6.355 (1.700) 6.429 (1.584) 0.074 (0.331) 165 
Citizens only 6.378 (1.663) 6.467 (1.580) 0.089 (0.380) 84 
Mixed 6.330 (1.747) 6.390 (1.596) 0.059 (0.611) 81 
Difference treatment 0.220 (0.933) 0.087 (0.724) 

conditions (p) 

External political effcacy All 2.723 (0.273) 2.787 (0.252) 0.064 (0.003) 169 
Citizens only 2.746 (0.249) 2.755 (0.226) 0.009 (0.754) 85 
Mixed 2.699 (0.295) 2.819 (0.274) 0.12 (<0.001) 84 
Difference treatment 0.047 (0.263) −0.064 (0.102) 

conditions (p) 

Internal political effcacy (politics seems so All 2.790 (0.852) 2.685 (0.710) −0.105 (0.052) 162 
complicated) Citizens only 2.659 (0.820) 2.646 (0.822) −0.013 (0.854) 82 

Mixed 2.925 (0.868) 2.725 (0.779) −0.2 (0.020) 80 
Difference treatment −0.266 (0.038) −0.079 (0.452) 

conditions (p) 

Internal political effcacy (confdence in All 3.224 (0.711) 3.237 (0.658) 0.013 (0.806) 152 
own ability) Citizens only 3.143 (0.702) 3.156 (0.650) 0.013 (0.877) 77 

Mixed 3.307 (0.716) 3.320 (0.661) 0.013 (0.843) 75 
Difference treatment −0.164 (0.120) −0.164 (0.127) 

conditions (p) 
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Citizens only and in Mixed groups before (t1) and after (t3) deliberation. Val-
ues in bold remain statistically signifcant after considering multiple compari-
sons. “Don’t know” answers are removed from analyses to capture genuine 
opinions without the infuence of no opinion. Measures were coded so that 
an increase in the variable’s value indicates increased agreement with the 
statement, apart from reversed coded variables. 

When answering our frst research question, we look at the rows with all 
participants for each variable. Our analysis shows that support for delibera-
tive democracy increased among all the participants. This fnding is based on 
the statistically signifcant differences in mean values between the two-time 
points, shown in the column “Difference” in Table 10.3. Regarding trust in 
political institutions, political trust is relatively high among all the partici-
pants, and there is a slight increase in political trust due to taking part in de-
liberation, but the difference is not statistically signifcant. External political 
effcacy, in turn, increased among all participants. 

In terms of our second research question, we see that the presence of poli-
ticians did not infuence the participants’ views on deliberative democracy in 
comparison to groups in which politicians were not present. In both groups, 
support for deliberative democracy increased, and the difference between 
the treatment conditions is not statistically signifcant at t3. With respect to 
the participants’ sense of external effcacy, i.e., responsiveness of the political 
system, we see a statistically signifcant increase during deliberation in Mixed 
groups but not in Citizens only groups. However, the difference between the 
two treatment groups is not statistically signifcant at t3. Regarding political 
trust and the two separate measures of internal political effcacy, none of the 
differences between the Citizens only groups and Mixed groups are statisti-
cally signifcant. In other words, the treatment did not produce differences in 
these civic virtues. 

Finally, we turn to answer our third research question concerning local 
democracy. Table 10.4 shows that participation in deliberation increased sat-
isfaction with fairness and responsiveness of current representative decision-
making among the participants of all groups. The citizens’ desire for more 
user democracy, i.e., wider engagement of residents in decision-making con-
cerning public services, increased among all the participants. This change 
proved to be statistically signifcant when considering multiple comparisons. 
There was no signifcant statistical change in support for local referendums. 
Additionally, we did not fnd any effect on local political trust, which aligns 
with the fndings concerning general political trust. 

However, deliberation on traffc planning increased the participants’ sense 
of competence in urban planning and land-use matters. The increase is statis-
tically signifcant among all participants. This fnding indicates that participa-
tion in deliberation on traffc and urban planning positively affects citizens’ 
internal political effcacy on local politics but not general internal political 



 
  

 

 

TABLE 10.4 The Effects of Deliberation on Local Democratic Attitudes and Civic Virtues (Means and Standard Deviations in All 
Groups) 

Before (t1) After (t3) Difference N 
t3−t1 (p)a 

Satisfaction with local representative All 2.623 (0.704) 2.727 (0.634) 0.105 (0.025) 110 
democracy Citizens only 2.651 (0.718) 2.642 (0.675) 0.009 (0.875) 53 

Mixed 2.597 (0.697) 2.807 (0.588) 0.211 (0.003) 57 
Difference treatment −0.005 (0.966) 0.183 (0.086) 

conditions (p) 
Support for user democracy All 3.059 (0.653) 3.224 (0.578) 0.164 (0.001) 152 

Citizens only 3.054 (0.700) 3.284 (0.537) 0.230 (0.003) 74 
Mixed 3.064 (0.610) 3.167 (0.612) 0.103 (0.117) 78 
Difference treatment −0.024 (0.821) 0.070 (0.450) 

conditions (p) 
Support for referendums All 2.556 (0.946) 2.648 (0.975) 0.093 (0.079) 162 

Citizens only 2.655 (0.938) 2.667 (0.923) 0.012 (0.859) 84 
Mixed 2.449 (0.949) 2.628 (1.033) 0.179 (0.030) 78 
Difference treatment 0.195 (0.185) 0.012 (0.937) 

conditions (p) 
Trust in local political institutions All 6.355 (1.894) 6.536 (1.530) 0.181 (0.082) 166 

Citizens only 6.340 (2.015) 6.512 (1.648) 0.172 (0.241) 84 
Mixed 6.372 (1.774) 6.561 (1.409) 0.189 (0.203) 82 
Difference treatment −0.028 (0.923) −0.061 (0.796) 

conditions (p) 
Local (internal) political effcacy All 2.346 (0.816) 2.590 (0.952) 0.244 (<0.001) 156 

Citizens only 2.312 (0.765) 2.520 (0.771) 0.208 (0.004) 77 
Mixed 2.380 (0.867) 2.659 (0.732) 0.278 (0.003) 79 
Difference treatment 0.062 (0.626) 0.140 (0.236) 

conditions (p) 
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effcacy. Notably, the presence of politicians does not seem to have an effect 
on the internal political effcacy in either context. Furthermore, at t3, none 
of the differences between Citizens only and Mixed groups are statistically 
signifcant with regard to items of local democracy. 

Conclusion 

We observed that Support for deliberative democracy, operationalised as engag-
ing citizens to discuss political issues, increased during deliberation among all 
the participants. External political effcacy, that is, belief in citizens’ infuence on 
political decisions, increased among all participants and in the Mixed groups. 
A similar development, however, was not observed in the Citizens only groups. 
Citizens’ confdence in their own ability to participate in politics and political 
trust did not increase during deliberation. Regarding measures of local democ-
racy, support for user democracy, and internal political effcacy increased among 
all the participants. Support for user democracy may refect the participants’ 
positive experience of the Turku deliberates mini-public and is in line with the 
increased support for deliberative democracy. Increased internal political eff-
cacy shows that the participants’ sense of being able to infuence local politics 
increased due to participation. What is highly relevant from the point of this 
chapter is that none of the differences between Citizens only and Mixed groups 
were statistically signifcant at t3. In other words, the presence of politicians in 
deliberations did not infuence the development of democracy attitudes or civic 
virtues differently in comparison to deliberations among citizens. 

Our results clearly show that the presence of politicians in deliberations does 
not negatively infuence the development of civic virtues among participating 
citizens. This fnding is in line with our earlier observation, which shows that 
the presence of politicians did not infuence opinion transformations or learning 
(Grönlund et al., 2020) and that it did not infuence the participants’ experiences 
of the mini-public (Grönlund et al., 2022). Our observation aligns with a previ-
ous study, conducted without a random allocation into Citizens only and Mixed 
groups, that did not observe signifcant differences in internal or external effcacy 
between Citizens only or Mixed groups (Flinders et al., 2016). 

However, it is noteworthy that the participating politicians were local-level ac-
tors who are less professional or prominent in the news media than national-level 
politicians. It may be that local councillors were not considered that different from 
the participating citizens, which may explain why discussions went as smoothly 
as observed. Additionally, since Turku deliberates was organised online, we can-
not make a direct comparison with an identical mini-public organised offine. 
However, previous research has shown that face-to-face and online deliberations 
produce similar outcomes (Gelauff et al., 2023; Grönlund et al., 2009; Strandberg 
et al., 2019). More research is needed to establish whether similar observations 
would be made with state-level politicians or an offine platform. 
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Implications for practice and policy 

As the wave of deliberative democracy continues to sweep over the Western 
World (OECD, 2020), it is important to investigate the impact of DMPs on 
civic virtues and public attitudes towards democracy. There may be implica-
tions for broader democratic reforms in the future if DMPs shape participants’ 
political effcacy and attitudes towards democratic governance. Our research 
contributes to the discussion by analysing how the composition of the mini-
public, namely the inclusion of politicians in deliberations, affects democracy 
perceptions and attitudes. The inclusion of politicians may help revitalise the 
support for representative democracy among participants of the mini-public, 
but it may also dampen the critical potential of mini-publics by decreasing 
the critical scrutiny of authorities (Böker, 2017). 

To avoid the strategic use of DMPs, we have some suggestions for the 
organisers of the DMPs. Firstly, lay citizens should have an opportunity to 
participate in the agenda-setting of the DMPs. For example, they could be 
initiated through citizens’ initiatives, where citizens can propose a topic for 
a DMP, and those initiatives that receive enough support should be imple-
mented. Secondly, DMPs could also be transformed into permanent institu-
tions that can assemble periodically to issue statements on public policies or 
other topical issues. The members of the mini-public could be selected from 
a larger pool of candidates or appointed for a longer term, perhaps for the 
whole electoral term. Thirdly, an impartial body could be appointed to design 
the details of the deliberative process and select the experts to maintain its in-
tegrity. Fourthly, if politicians are invited to a DMP, they should be prevented 
from transforming it into another platform for party politics. Therefore, the 
organisers of the DMP should pay attention to preparing the politicians so 
that they approach the discussions with a deliberative stance. Also, the mod-
erators of the mini-publics should pay attention to the equality of the process 
so that all participants can engage in deliberation on an equal footing and 
follow the rules of the deliberative process. Finally, to give participating politi-
cians more freedom to be infuenced by opinions and justifcations that arise 
in the mini-public deliberations, DMP should be organised before the party 
publicly reveals its stance on the topic of the mini-public. Taking these issues 
into consideration and following good practices in terms of organising DMPs 
provide the basis for a successful coupling of mini-publics to policy-making. 
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Notes 

1 National Coalition Party (6 councillors in the mini-public), Green League (5), So-
cial Democratic Party (4), Left Alliance (3), Finns Party (2), and Swedish People’s 
Party (1). 

2 We identifed three democracy attitude factors with Principal Component Analysis 
(Varimax with Kaiser Normalisation) and two factors of political effcacy. However, 
we dropped two democracy attitude factors from further analysis because of low 
internal consistency (low Cronbach’s alpha values). We also dropped one item 
(support for referendums) from the Support for deliberative democracy sum vari-
able since it made the internal consistency of the sum variable lower. Finally, the 
two items of internal political effcacy were analysed separately because of low 
internal consistency. 
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11 
THE DARK SIDE OF 
MUNDANE DIGITALISATION 

The use of digital technologies in social 
work with vulnerable clients 

Alexandrina Schmidt 

Introduction 

As digitalisation has become ubiquitous in society and varied technologies 
change public and private organisations, investigating digitalisation consti-
tutes an expanding and increasingly vast research feld. Research continues to 
investigate newly developed technologies. Meanwhile, technologies that are 
considered mundane tend to escape popular attention, as they are perceived 
as boring, ordinary and unremarkable because they are well-integrated into 
everyday life (Greenwood & Cox, 2023; Leszczynski, 2020; Michael, 2003; 
Pink & Sumartojo, 2018; Plesner & Justesen, 2022). A particular research 
strand foregrounds the mundane and unnoticed sides of digitalisation and 
mandates further research into unremarkable mundane technologies that 
tend to remain in the dark. Such technologies take centre stage in this chapter. 

Technologies become mundane when these are well-integrated into eve-
ryday routines and are taken for granted. For example, social work utilises 
information systems to effciently and easily select, share and record informa-
tion about clients and their cases. These systems are indispensably integrated 
into social work and daily work routines. However, such technologies are not 
passive; they should be understood as an aspect of the welfare encounter that 
generates challenges for social workers and their clients. Within digitalisa-
tion studies, ‘technology’ can be approached from varied perspectives. This 
chapter adopts a social constructivist view of technology and emphasises that 
technology shapes and is shaped by social life (Nordesjö et al., 2022; Plesner 
& Husted, 2020). This chapter will frst defne mundane technologies and 
situate these within social work and the welfare encounter. Next, it will offer 
a short review of the literature focusing on information systems in digitalised 
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public institutions. Lastly, the analysis section of the chapter unfolds an 
empirical example and the chapter concludes with implications for practice 
and policy. 

What are mundane technologies? 

Mundane technologies mediate and refect everyday life; they tend to be 
unnoticed and taken for granted as they reproduce and engage in routine 
daily activities (Greenwood & Cox, 2023; Michael, 2003). Such technolo-
gies have become ordinary and well-integrated into our everyday lives, 
becoming unremarkable in the daily practices (Michael, 2003, p. 131). In 
other words, mundane technologies have once been exotic and new but 
have become such an integral part of our everyday lives that we cease to 
notice their involvement. Exotic and new technologies are characterised by 
a changing and transformative character but are developed through and due 
to the established work and practices of mundane technologies (Michael, 
2003, p. 132). Thus, mundane technologies have a performative function 
because they mediate and reproduce everyday life and social interaction 
in unremarkable and unnoticed ways (Dourish et al., 2010; Greenwood & 
Cox, 2023; Michael, 2006). Some examples of mundane technologies are 
mobile phones, e-mail, administrative systems or offce computer applica-
tions. Even though such technologies continue to be updated and improved, 
their functions are mundane as they are integrated into our everyday lives, 
becoming taken for granted and indispensable to daily routines. Another 
characteristic of mundane technologies is that they are often repurposed and 
adjusted to the task at hand and the user’s intentions (Dourish et al., 2010). 
When mundane technologies break down, they become visible as they must 
be brought back to order (Michael, 2006, p. 52). The ordinariness and un-
remarkable character of mundane technologies produce what Plesner and 
Justesen (2022, p. 150) denote as an inextricable dark side of digitalisation 
because such technologies tend to escape attention but produce powerful 
implications for organisations. They mandate more attention to the unno-
ticed mundane technologies of everyday lives (Plesner & Justesen, 2022). 
This chapter focuses on vulnerable citizens and social work in public ser-
vices, foregrounding mundane technologies. 

In this chapter, mundane technologies are delimited to information and 
communication technologies (ICTs), which are designed for collecting, 
sharing, storing and communicating information (Gillingham, 2013; López 
Peláez et al., 2018). ICTs are a good example of mundane technologies 
because they have become ubiquitous and well-integrated into everyday 
life. ICTs include, for example, varied tools, media, Internet, applications, 
social media, administrative systems etc. In social work, ICTs permeate 
everyday work routines, such as documenting, supporting or preparing 
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for welfare encounters with clients by using digitally stored information. 
ICTs may promote more transparent social work practices through digital 
documentation but also risk reducing the tacit knowledge of social work 
and produce emotional strain for social workers (De Witte et al., 2016; 
Løberg & Egeland, 2023; Parton 2008; Steiner 2021). For citizens who 
are disadvantaged and receive welfare services, ICTs, such as self-service 
solutions, digital mail, digital forms for applications for benefts etc. may 
produce inequalities. For instance, differentiated access to and skills in us-
ing these mundane technologies may result in further marginalisation and 
barriers to social participation (Helsper & Reisdorf, 2017; Ragnedda et al., 
2022; van Deursen & van Dijk, 2011). Existing research also questions the 
role of digital technologies in vulnerable citizens’ participation in society 
(Schou & Hjelholt, 2018) by studying digital inequality. Research shows 
that digitally exclusionary processes are intertwined with varied social 
conditions and inequalities. 

Recent research emphasises that the adoption of mundane technologies 
in social work brings forward the inextricability of both challenges and op-
portunities of digitalisation (Steiner, 2021). For instance, information systems 
may grant transparency, effciency and accountability but risk allowing scarce 
space for the citizen’s voices (Matarese & Caswell, 2018). In this chapter, 
the focus is on information systems and how these are used by social work-
ers in welfare encounters with vulnerable citizens, who receive welfare ben-
efts (‘clients’ from hereon). Through this lens, the chapter considers citizen 
participation through the everyday dynamics of social work and the welfare 
encounter, which include the use of mundane technologies. In this chapter, 
citizens are understood as clients of welfare services. The following section 
will delve into how information systems play a role in social work practices 
and the welfare encounter. 

Information systems in social work 

There are high demands for detailed administrative work and documenta-
tion practice in the social work profession (De Witte et al., 2016; Järvinen & 
Mik-Meyer, 2012). Information systems support such demands and practices 
and bring about different challenges, tensions and risks (López Peláez et al., 
2018). For instance, using electronic information systems can help to more 
effciently and easily store and record knowledge about clients for documen-
tation and accountability purposes. However, such practices may also create 
tensions between professional values and bureaucratic ideals of accountabil-
ity (Burton & van den Broek, 2009) and challenges in digitalising tacit forms 
of knowledge such as intuition (Huuskonen & Vakkari, 2015) or non-verbal 
communication (Løberg & Egeland, 2023; Pink et al., 2022). Research re-
veals that the usage of electronic information systems changes the types of 
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information and knowledge recorded and selected for documentation pur-
poses in social work practice. 

From narrative to informational descriptions 

Social workers select which information to record, collect and share through 
ICTs. One key discussion in the literature on recording and storing informa-
tion in social work contemplates that information technology promotes re-
cording detailed informational descriptions about clients which in turn risks 
overlooking the social and narrative information about the why of clients’ 
lives and circumstances (Gillingham, 2013; Parton, 2008; Steyaert & Gould, 
2009). Hence, social work practice changes from valuing the depth of social 
and narrative information to focusing on recording detailed but surface-level 
information which resembles a database way of thinking (Parton, 2008). Thus, 
the stored information about clients in social work practice increasingly puts 
individuals into categories that overlook ambiguities and focus on informa-
tion that fts the system (De Witte et al., 2016; Parton, 2008). 

In her study of digital client representations in electronic information 
systems, Løberg (2023) argues that frontline workers may use complication 
responses as their coping strategy. Complications responses reconstruct and 
reassemble clients’ narrative information after it has been fragmented into 
descriptions ft for the information systems (Løberg, 2023). In a study of so-
cial services in child protection, Huuskonen and Vakkari (2015) show that 
social workers make intentional selections of which information to store 
and record. These selections depend on the clients’ societal context. Social 
workers may also make unintentional selections which flter out informa-
tion, e.g. omitting certain details and stories. Unintentional selections are 
caused by constrained everyday work realities, such as occupying multiple 
roles simultaneously in welfare meetings, i.e. the roles of listener, notetaker 
and moderator of the conversation. The intentional and unintentional selec-
tions of recorded knowledge generate specifc client stories (Huuskonen & 
Vakkari, 2015). 

When electronic information systems strain social workers’ work, social 
workers might develop strategies to preserve their perception of their profes-
sional roles and the relational and narrative approach with clients (De Witte 
et al., 2016). In such instances, social workers might engage in everyday acts 
of resistance by rejecting the structural constraints of digital tools in their 
attempt to balance the world of recording and the relational social world 
with clients (De Witte et al., 2016). De Witte et al. (2016) fnd that social 
workers make strategic and moral decisions when using electronic informa-
tion systems, infuencing what information is recorded and shared. Such 
actions have been investigated as professional everyday acts of resistance 
against restrictive working conditions or imposed regulations that affect the 
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quality of work (Carey & Foster, 2011; Feldman, 2022; Strier & Breshtling, 
2016), which will be the focus of the following section. 

Professional acts of resistance 

Social workers’ everyday acts of resistance have been conceptualised through 
terms such as deviant social work (Carey & Foster, 2011), rogue social work-
ers (Weinberg & Banks, 2019) and disruptive social work (Feldman, 2022). 
Such terms examine how social workers manage contrasting demands, re-
shape practices and bend rules and regulations to secure the quality of work 
and welfare and to beneft their clients (Carey & Foster, 2011; Feldman, 2022; 
Weinberg & Banks, 2019). 

One way of conceptualising professional acts of resistance is through 
‘deviant social work’ (Carey & Foster, 2011, p. 578). Deviant social work 
can be defned as small acts of resistance, deception or sabotage which defy 
and subterfuge expected institutional stipulations in hidden and unnotice-
able ways. Acts of deviant social work include e.g. spending more time on 
clients than assigned, exaggerating client needs, confronting management 
or reluctant use of punitive interventions (Carey & Foster, 2011). Such prac-
tices of deviant social work are valued positively because they are often 
used to beneft vulnerable clients with whom social workers work (Carey & 
Foster, 2011). 

Another way of defning acts of resistance is through ‘rogue social work’ 
(Weinberg & Banks, 2019, p. 372). Rogue social work represents social 
workers’ responses to challenges in their work practices arising from organi-
sational pressures, regulation of practice and scarce resources. In contrast to 
‘deviant social work’, this concept builds on principles of social justice and 
ethics. Weinberg and Banks (2019) defne social workers’ everyday resistance 
as acts that refuse, subvert prescribed practices, prioritise service over short-
term solutions and bend rules that contradict their perception of ethical prac-
tice and professional ideals. Similar to Carey and Foster (2011), Weinberg and 
Banks (2019) fnd that rogue social work is motivated by helping their clients. 

Lastly, professional acts of everyday resistance may also be described as 
‘disruptive social work’ (Feldman, 2022, p. 760). While the other defnitions 
focus on individual acts, disruptive social work denotes a collective expres-
sion of resistance and is directed towards societal change. Such acts may be 
expressed through resisting authorities to support vulnerable clients and avoid 
measures that worsen social workers’ working conditions (Feldman, 2022). 

Previous research states that more research is needed on social work-
ers’ use of mundane technologies and how they manage the changes such 
technologies induce in their work practices and examine the use of technol-
ogies in working with vulnerable clients (Christensen et al., 2022; Høybye-
Mortensen, 2015; Lindgren et al., 2019; Løberg, 2021; Tummers & Rocco, 
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2015), as well as further research on the everyday acts of resistance in social 
work (Carey & Foster, 2011; Weinberg & Banks, 2019). 

The following empirical example demonstrates social workers’ use of 
a mundane technology – a simple digital CV tool – in welfare encounters 
with vulnerable clients in Danish job centres. It shows the inextricability 
of challenges and opportunities in using information systems by illustrating 
that social workers can both strategically employ collected information 
about their clients and resist prescribed procedures for using information 
systems such as the CV tool to beneft the most vulnerable clients in their 
perceptions. As such, social workers may gain opportunities to use infor-
mation strategically. 

An empirical example: The strategic use of a digital CV 

The empirical example is taken from Schmidt’s (2023)1 Danish study of 
social work in job centres with unemployed vulnerable clients, which 
was part of her doctoral thesis (Schmidt, 2024) focusing on the role of 
mundane technologies in social work with vulnerable clients and clients’ 
agentic practices. The study (Schmidt, 2023) was based on qualitative in-
terviews with 21 social workers in Danish job centres collected in 2021. 
It utilised Goffman’s (1969) concept of ‘expression games’ in strategic 
interaction as the theoretical framework to gain an understanding of how 
information systems are used by social workers strategically in interac-
tions with clients, through social workers’ perceptions. Furthermore, the 
study utilised a constructionist grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 
2014) to analyse the collected data. The coding process proceeded from 
open-ended initial codes to focusing on a specific category, i.e. ‘using 
the CV’, which combined several subcodes, three of which were chosen 
to guide the analysis. 

The digital CV tool serves as an example of a simple information sys-
tem, representing a mundane technology that is taken for granted and 
regarded as boring by those who use it. However, it plays an important 
role in welfare encounters for social workers and clients. All unemployed 
Danish citizens must have a digital CV when they are enrolled as clients 
at the job centre and receive welfare benefts. The digital CV compiles 
the citizens’ education, job experience, internships and other job-related 
qualifcations. Social workers are instructed to use the digital CV as a 
dialogue tool in the welfare encounter to direct the conversation towards 
the labour market and the clients’ return to it. In this study social work-
ers are professionals working closely with clients on their cases, having 
regular meetings and overseeing several parts of their cases. This defnition 
follows Mik-Meyer (2017) in foregrounding the work practices of social 
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workers with their clients rather than their educational training or legisla-
tive authority. Vulnerable clients in this study are long-term unemployed 
and vulnerable because they experience additional problems in addition 
to unemployment such as social, physical or mental challenges, as well as 
receive the lowest welfare benefts. 

The study fnds that the digital CV is used in three ways and represents a 
‘social case rather than a CV’ (Martha) by compiling detailed digital informa-
tion about the clients’ occupational biographies. 

Firstly, as a detailed digital document, the CV takes on the role of an ex-
amination that tests the clients’ expressed vulnerabilities by recording and 
storing the information about their lives. Social workers explain how the CV 
can sometimes be diffcult for the clients to compile or participate in creating 
because they have scarce education and job experience to note. Some social 
workers describe that the CV, thus, contains ‘no real occupation to state’ 
(Alice) or ‘no job-related experience at all’ (Ann). Martha explained her use 
of the CV: 

[The CV] is a good tool to create an overview. Some of my clients tell 
me: I can’t anymore! I have been on the labour market my whole life and 
because of that, I drink, and my back is all screwed up. And then, when 
we work on the CV, then we see that it has been 15 years since you were 
on the labour market. And it is not to tease them, it is to say: Let’s be real. 
What do we really have to work with. So, we don’t peek around the bush 
all the time and can get a realistic picture and collaborate on the CV. So, I 
use it as an active tool. 

(Martha) 

The CV functions as a test of the clients’ self-representation because the 
informational description compiled puts the client’s expressed narrative 
information to the test. In the above quote, the social worker appears to 
devalue the narrative and social information in favour of the informational 
description pointing towards what previous research emphasises as the risk 
in social work practice of overlooking ambiguities and the why of clients’ 
circumstances (De Witte et al., 2016; Gillingham, 2013; Parton, 2008). The 
digital CV, then, reveals to be a strategic way of testing the vulnerable posi-
tion of the client. 

Secondly, social workers also expressed that they could use the digital 
CVs strategically to reveal skills and resources the clients did not realise they 
had. For example, they explained that ‘some of them may have more re-
sources than they let on the frst time around’ (Nick) or gained competencies 
from internships they did not realise they could use before they compiled 
the CV. In this perspective, the CV adopts the function of a ‘process-oriented 
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tool’ (Martha) which views the clients’ attitudes towards the labour market 
as something that can be reworked and redirected. Consider this quote from 
Zoe: 

Zoe: I think the intention is that clients begin to relate to this [the CV] 
more and don’t just go about thinking: ‘That CV thing does not have 
anything to do with me and it will never have’. But they get to work on 
themselves mentally towards thinking more about it. I think a part of the 
intention is a mental reworking towards thinking ‘my case is about jobs’ 
when we work with people on their CVs. 

Interviewer: Is that something you have experienced? 
Zoe: In some situations. I think some people are just very estranged towards 

the labour market if it has been a long time since you’ve been out work-
ing. So in some cases I think it will take longer. But I still think there is 
a mental reworking somehow. I think this focus in casework is alright, 
because it is also easy to let the conversation be controlled by what 
occupies them right now. […] So I think it is alright that I can say: ‘Nice 
to hear about this and this’ or ‘that is too bad to hear, but let us also talk 
about the CV’. I think for me it is a tool that can pull back the conversa-
tion towards work, which is what I have to do. I am the job centre. 

(Zoe) 

Zoe exemplifes that the digital CV can accomplish a reworking of attitudes 
towards the labour market, which the social workers may utilise strategically 
by rejecting the social facts and focusing on the informational descriptions. 
This ‘mental reworking’ (Zoe) is mostly prominent when working with clients 
who in social workers’ perceptions are less vulnerable and more resource-
ful. In welfare encounters the social workers may use the digital information 
recorded and stored in the digital CV strategically to rework clients’ attitudes 
and reveal skills and resources, the clients did not realise they had. 

Thirdly, social workers express diffculties with having to ft their work 
practices to the information systems when working with the most vulnerable 
clients. They might fnd ways of avoiding and adapting the information system 
to the needs of their clients. A social worker Rita explains that it is impos-
sible to measure social work through an ‘excel sheet’ (Rita) that have to ft 
a specifc systemic format because such a practice risks overlooking the cli-
ents’ social problems and compromises the quality of work in her perception. 
Working with the most vulnerable clients, the social workers aim at adapting 
the digital CV to function as an internal document that offers an overview 
or aids the rehabilitation team in their efforts to assess the client’s working 
capabilities. They function as ‘presentational’ (Ann) CVs and appear rather 
‘thin’ (Ann) and it does not ‘make sense in a case meeting to talk about jobs 
and the CV, when I know they are in a very different position and can barely 
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have a functioning everyday’ (Ann). Thus, the social workers may reject the 
procedures of the information system in order to beneft their most vulnerable 
clients by changing the practice of recording and storing information. As a re-
sult, the social workers may avoid using the CV altogether because they want 
to avoid ‘rip[ping] up traumas’ (Liz) or ‘re-traumatising’ (Liz) their clients. A 
social worker Karen exemplifes this challenge: 

Karen: […] having my group of clients in mind I am struggling to see 
the point, because it [the CV] is made for those who are ready for the 
labour market. If you create a CV and apply for jobs, well, then it makes 
tremendous sense because the companies can view your CV. But poor 
John, who sat on a bench for 20 years drinking beer and some vodka 
and what not. He is illiterate and what can he do? So we have to create 
a CV, but he cannot use it for anything. Well, not in the way it is meant 
to be used. And then it becomes a bit tricky for me how I should bring 
the client further. So I feel that I face an obstacle course sometimes with 
some of these tasks, which seem a bit foolish because they stand in the 
way of me getting the client further. 

I: […] these things that you must do that do not necessarily make sense for 
getting people closer to the labour market, as you say, well, how do you 
handle that, what do you do? 

Karen: I have to say … well … Ehm… Oops, I forgot that I should do that 
[the CV]. 

(Karen) 

Working with those clients who in social workers’ perceptions are the most 
vulnerable, social workers may forget to complete the CV and thus resist the 
policy by the explanation that it does not ft practice with social workers. 
Thus, this is an example of deviant social work (Carey & Foster, 2011) which 
is valued positively by social workers because it benefts their clients because 
the CV does not make sense in their vulnerable positions. Hence, the social 
workers sought to beneft their clients by subverting established procedures 
for working with the digital CV tool. However, this professional act of every-
day resistance may in turn compromise the organisational requirements for 
transparency of social work practice through detailed documentation. 

Overall, this example from Schmidt (2023) shows that the digital CV may 
constrain the welfare encounter due to its focus on informational descriptions 
of clients’ occupational biographies which overlooks ambiguities and clients’ 
social stories. Nevertheless, the CV also shows to be an enabling tool in the 
welfare encounter as social workers may use the collected information stra-
tegically to rework client attitudes towards the labour market. Social workers 
may also resist structural procedures and constraints in order to beneft the 
most vulnerable clients by controlling which information is recorded in the 
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system. The analysis evinces that social workers discern between clients’ 
vulnerabilities and attend to informational or social narratives depending on 
their perceptions of the client’s vulnerabilities. These fndings demonstrate 
that the digital CV comprises an important aspect of the welfare encoun-
ter because it directs the interaction and the relationship between the social 
worker and the client. It is integrated into the everyday practices of the job 
centre, comprising a mundane technology which shapes and is shaped by 
social work practices. Finally, this example also shows that strategic choices, 
such as strategically testing the clients’ expressed vulnerable positions, using 
digital tools to rework clients’ attitudes towards the labour market or bending 
rules, become available for social workers when they use mundane technolo-
gies in their work. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has foregrounded mundane technologies in social work prac-
tice and offered an example of one such technology and its use in a welfare 
encounter with vulnerable clients. The example used stems from the author’s 
doctoral research2 but other studies could also have been chosen, as mun-
dane technologies are integrated into everyday life routines of society in a 
myriad of ways. For example, in Plesner and Justesen’s (2022) study, the au-
thors argue that digital-ready legislation is a mundane phenomenon because 
of its less spectacular and unexciting characteristics that brings powerful and 
signifcant changes to policy, organisational structure and practices. They 
term this phenomenon ‘the dark sides of digitalization’ (Plesner & Justesen, 
2022, p. 150) precisely because of its mundane characteristics that escape 
popular and scholarly attention but bring about changes for the organisation 
of the public sector. This chapter supports such a defnition and has endeav-
oured to foreground mundane technologies in social work with vulnerable 
clients – shedding light on the dark side of the mundanity of digitalisation. 

The chapter looked into ICTs, specifcally information systems and how 
these are used by social workers in welfare encounters with vulnerable 
clients. It was emphasised that opportunities and challenges of digitalisation 
are inextricable which may bring forward both helpful changes for social 
work practices but also create risks and tensions. The chapter delved into a 
key discussion surrounding information systems which highlights that infor-
mation technology changes the way social workers store, record and select 
information about their clients’ valuing informational descriptions in favour 
of clients’ social and narrative explanations. This practice may produce con-
straints on social work practice which can be managed by developing strate-
gies to avoid, bend and reshape the technology and, thereby, exhibit small 
professional everyday acts of resistance. Such acts denote social workers’ 
attempts to bend rules and regulations to ensure quality of work and beneft 
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their clients, such as for example the most vulnerable clients in social work-
ers’ perceptions. 

The example used serves to illustrate how a mundane technology – a sim-
ple information system, the digital CV – may direct the welfare encounter 
and provide strategic choices for social workers which both constrains and 
enables social work practices. It sheds light on the ordinary and unnotice-
able character of the simple digital tool and demonstrates the signifcance of 
it for the everyday practices of social workers with vulnerable clients. Future 
studies could continue the examination of mundane technologies and the 
importance they hold in supporting and reproducing the everyday life in 
public sector organisations, including the exclusionary mechanisms digitali-
sation encompasses. This may also delve deeper into ways of including and 
engaging vulnerable citizens in the public sector and its development. This 
brings me to the fnal piece of this chapter which is implications for practice 
and policy. 

Implications for practice and policy 

Firstly, this chapter suggests that there is a difference in practice depend-
ing on social workers’ perceptions of clients’ vulnerabilities. Future practice 
could use these fndings to deliberate and tailor local social work practices 
to include and utilise mundane technologies with attention to clients’ vulner-
abilities. Such attention might enhance the clients’ opportunity for agentic 
engagement in their own cases in public institutions. Vulnerable citizens may 
then be included and engaged through tailored use of mundane technologies 
in welfare encounters. 

Secondly, this chapter also elucidates through the empirical example that 
mundane technologies may overlook clients’ social narratives and value 
informational descriptions that ft systemic categories. As shown in the ex-
ample and through previous studies (see e.g. Huuskonen & Vakkari, 2015; 
Løberg, 2023), this practice may be problematic for social workers who may 
fnd ways to rearrange and reassemble clients’ social narratives and bend 
rules and regulations to ft the realities of practice as well as intentionally or 
unintentionally select and control certain information to beneft clients. The 
managerial level in job centres and other public institutions may use these 
insights to adjust and reconsider organisational expectations and regulations 
to better ft the realities and challenges of social work practices in everyday 
life and welfare encounters with vulnerable clients. 

Thirdly and fnally, this chapter has attempted to shed light on the dark 
sides of mundanity, inspired by Plesner and Justesen (2022). It is important 
to direct more attention to those sides of digitalisation that are unremark-
able and unexciting. Some degree of darkness, understood as e.g. techno-
logical obscurity and complexity, is unavoidable in and inextricably part of 
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digitalisation (Plesner & Justesen, 2022, p. 149). Foregrounding mundane 
digital technologies and the power and signifcance these hold for the organi-
sation of the public sector is an important debate to uphold. For practice, it is 
important to continue bringing to light the inextricable effects of mundanity 
so that social work and policy may advance the understanding and signif-
cance of everyday life. 

Notes 

1 All quotes and the analytical points are adapted from Schmidt (2023). For a full 
version of the article’s analysis, methodology and theoretical framework, see the 
published article. 

2 The example used is adapted from a published paper by Schmidt (2023) which is 
part of the doctoral thesis by the same author (see Schmidt, 2024 for the full thesis). 
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12 
JUNIOR UNIVERSITY 

A collaborative social innovation in education 

Nina Tura and Aino-Maria Hakamäki 

Introduction 

There exists a need to innovate within current educational models to ef-
fectively address sustainability challenges (Herodotou et al., 2019). On a 
global scale, higher education institutes in particular have awakened to 
the call for increasing understanding and building skills and competen-
cies to answer sustainability challenges (Castellanos & Queiruga-Dios, 
2021). This has also affected science education, which has increasingly 
started to address issues such as climate change, the circular economy, 
and sustainability transitions (Gutierrez-Bucheli et al., 2022; Martin et al., 
2022). Sustainability science education means developing the capabil-
ity of evaluative system thinking in the context of science, technology, 
environment, and society (Zoller, 2012), considering the dynamic rela-
tionship between humans and the environment (Feinstein & Kirchgasler, 
2015). This issue has, to some extent, been addressed in the higher edu-
cation context (Gutierrez-Bucheli et al., 2022) but is largely neglected at 
lower school levels. 

Social innovation in education focuses on reshaping educational sys-
tems for the common good (Conrad, 2015). It brings in ‘non-traditional’ 
educative actors, addresses societal challenges with regard to education, 
and empowers individuals to take new roles (Giesecke & Schartinger, 
2024). For instance, socioeconomic background and parental education 
significantly influence educational choices, often leading children to 
follow similar career paths to their parents (OECD, 2021). This contrib-
utes to ongoing gender imbalances, particularly in fields like engineering. 
Despite the increasing emphasis on integrating science education across 
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all school levels (Douglas et al., 2016; Lee & Williams, 2020), particularly 
given that career decisions often begin as early as primary and middle 
school (Wyss et al., 2012), challenges such as limited teacher training, 
resources, and time make it difficult to achieve this goal (Hammack & 
Ivey, 2019). Addressing these barriers is essential to incorporating sus-
tainability science standards, highlighting the need for social innovation 
in education. 

This study focuses on the case of Junior University, a large-scale, award-
winning education pilot in Finland which fosters sustainability science 
education in compulsory education. This study uses Junior University as 
an empirical example to highlight the most crucial elements in develop-
ing and implementing this type of collaborative social innovation in edu-
cation. This issue is addressed through the research question: What are 
the key success factors and challenges in developing and implementing 
an innovative approach to sustainability science education in compulsory 
education? 

The study combines insights from interviews with 24 informants repre-
senting key actors participating in the innovation actions: educators, local 
authorities, and actors from higher education. The study’s fndings, which re-
vealed 11 success factors and eight key challenges, are organised into four 
dimensions: structural, economic, behavioural, and cognitive. These dimen-
sions were experienced by the different network actors involved in the de-
velopment and implementation activities of Junior University in three cities. 
The study’s contribution to the literature on sustainable science education 
deepens our understanding of means of implementing and importance of im-
proving sustainability science education in primary and secondary schools 
in an innovative and collaborative way. It also underscores the potential of 
social innovation in the educational feld, offering a promising avenue for 
addressing socioeconomic differences and increasing the inclusiveness of 
higher and science education. 

Literature background 

Social innovation in education for sustainability 

Social innovation is becoming even more important for economic growth 
(Nicholls et al., 2015), especially in meeting Sustainable Development 
Goals. Social innovations address social needs by improving practices 
in areas like working conditions, education, health, and community de-
velopment (Mulgan et al., 2007; Phills et al., 2008), aiming to enhance 
quality of life. Social innovation occurs across public, non-profit, and pri-
vate sectors (Murray et al., 2010), often requiring collaboration between 
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politics, markets, academia, and social enterprises (Mulgan et al., 2007). 
The most impactful social innovations combine existing elements, cross 
boundaries between organisational or disciplinary sectors, and build new 
relationships that foster further innovations. Key figures or “connectors”, 
such as school principals and heads of educational programmes, play a 
crucial role in linking ideas, resources, and the power of decision-making 
(Mulgan et al., 2007). 

Although sustainability education is recognised as essential, many still 
lack adequate knowledge in this area (Staniškis & Katiliūtė, 2016). More 
efforts are needed to educate individuals about sustainability, as it pro-
vides the knowledge and skills and shapes the values required for a sus-
tainable future (Holm et al., 2016; Rieckmann, 2018). Universities play a 
crucial role in advancing sustainable development by conducting research, 
providing technical expertise, educating, and engaging with society 
(Staniškis, 2016). Integrating sustainability topics into undergraduate 
education is also essential, especially in the felds of science and engineer-
ing which equip students to address sustainability challenges (Birdsall, 2013; 
Martin et al., 2022). However, sustainability science education at younger 
school levels is often neglected, even though it is essential to begin 
building these skills and values from childhood (Siraj-Blatchford & Pram-
ling-Samuelsson, 2016). 

The Finnish educational system and sustainability science education 

Finland is known for its world-class education system and efforts in integrating 
sustainability into various levels of education (Jónsson et al., 2021). Finnish 
children’s educational journey begins in a pre-primary education (preschool) 
programme, followed by nine years of compulsory education, typically 
starting at age six or seven. Compulsory education comprises primary edu-
cation (grades 1–6) and lower secondary education (grades 7–9). After this, 
students can pursue general upper secondary education (high school) or 
vocational education and training, with admission based on student records. 
Finnish education is cost-free, with over 85 per cent of students continu-
ing to some form of post-compulsory education, mostly in higher education 
institutions. 

Sustainable development principles are increasingly integrated into 
Finnish education, particularly in engineering, with recent efforts to ex-
tend these principles to lower education levels. Sustainable development 
and the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals are connected in the na-
tional core curriculum as important targets of education (Finnish National 
Agency for Education, 2024). However, the execution of education varies 
by locality and is very much dependent on teachers’ knowledge, expertise, 
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and available resources. Although sustainable development as a topic is ac-
knowledged to require a multidisciplinary approach, the importance of sci-
ence education is recognised, prompting innovative initiatives like the Junior 
University concept. This collaborative social innovation in education aims to 
enhance sustainability science education in primary and secondary schools 
by leveraging higher education expertise. Studying the success factors and 
challenges of this concept offers valuable insights into how to enhance sus-
tainability education across educational levels and foster impactful social 
innovations in education. 

Methodology 

Introducing junior university 

Lappeenranta Junior University, also known as Uniori, is a collaborative 
initiative between LUT University, the city of Lappeenranta, and local 
companies which has been recognised globally for its innovative ap-
proach (Green gown awards, 2021). Planning began in the 2017–2018 
academic year, followed by a piloting in 2018–2019 (Naukkarinen & 
Koikkalainen, 2020). As of 2024, Junior University education covers all 
children in Lappeenranta, offering them several learning opportunities 
throughout their school journey from preschool to high school. Within 
Junior University, LUT University provides tailored learning modules 
based on its science, sustainability, and entrepreneurship expertise. The 
original concept inspired similar initiatives in Imatra (Universoma) and 
Lahti (JunnuUniversity), with slight variations to suit regional characteris-
tics and possibilities. Table 12.1 presents an overall view of the concept 
and its focus themes. 

These initiatives emphasise collaboration among university staff, stu-
dents, industry experts, and local teachers in developing teaching ma-
terials and conducting classes. A primary goal of Junior University is to 
provide equal educational opportunities for all children, irrespective of 
their parents’ backgrounds or interests, thereby mitigating the socioec-
onomic gap. By fostering interest in sustainability and science, Junior 
University enhances the city’s brand image and facilitates community 
engagement. 

Data collection and analysis 

The research followed an explorative, qualitative case study ap-
proach. The data was collected through semi-structured interviews 
with individuals involved in developing and implementing the Jun-
ior University programme. Data collection took place over two 



 
  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

TABLE 12.1 Junior University Concept and Focus Themes 

Educational 
level 

Pre-primary 
education 

Primary education Lower secondary education Upper secondary 
education 

Level (average 
age - years) 

Preschool (6) 3rd grade (9) 5th grade (11) 8th–9th grade (14–15) High school (16–19) 

Short 
description 
of activities 

Children 
experiment, 
explore, and 
realise fun 
things related 
to nature, 
clean water, 
and recycling. 

Children learn about 
clean water and 
the water cycle by 
experimenting and 
inventing. 

Children learn working 
life skills and 
entrepreneurship and 
familiarise themselves 
with sustainable 
development 
(Lappeenranta). 

Children learn 
algorithmic thinking, 
programming, and 
robotics (Lahti). 

Children learn about 
solutions for clean 
energy, sustainable 
living, and their carbon 
footprints and share 
opinions with experts 
and other young people. 

Students learn 
a variety of 
topics related to 
sustainable science 
in school and by 
participating in 
workshop events 
organised on the 
university campus. 

Examples of 
activities 

Solving 
eco-secret 
police tasks 
(Lappeenranta). 

Studies of water 
purity using 
water research 
kits (Lahti). 

Experiments with 
Veera waterdrop 
of the world of 
Pien-Saimaa (lake) 
(Lappeenranta). 

Recycling, household 
sorting, and circular 
economy activities 
(Lappeenranta, 
Imatra, Lahti). 

Small entrepreneurs 
programme and 
starting small 
businesses together 
with classmates 
(Lappeenranta). 

Robotic programming 
(Lahti). 

Using carbon footprint 
calculators and solving 
climate puzzles 
(Lappeenranta, Lahti). 

Participating in sustainable 
city development 
workshops 
(Lappeenranta, Imatra). 
Solving eco-mysteries 
together with LUMA 
(the natural sciences and 
mathematics centre) 
(Lahti). 

Participation in open 
university “Climate 
action” course 
(Lappeenranta). 

Visiting LUT 
campus as part 
of Chemistry 1 
course (Imatra). 

Participation in 
science event 
on campus, 
including multiple 
workshops (Lahti). 

Junior U
niversity 
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TABLE 12.1 (Continued) 

Educational Pre-primary Primary education Lower secondary education Upper secondary 
level education education 

Key themes 

Materials and 
events 

Connection 
to existing 
lessons 

Energy Clean water Sustainable business Clean energy and 
Recycling Circular economy and entrepreneurship. sustainable living. 
Water (waste disposal and 

recycling). 

Various learning Specialist-driven Teaching and Interdisciplinary learning 
and teaching themed days at learning materials, module and workshop 
materials: school (“Water entrepreneurial event day at higher education 
stories, music, Days”), waste at LUT campus (one campus/LUMA. 
games, fairy sorting game, school day). 
tales, research various digital 
instruments. teaching, and 

learning materials. 

Playing and Environmental Environmental science, Biology, chemistry, 
learning. science. social studies. geography, mathematics, 

physics. 

Sustainable 
engineering: 
e.g., physics and 
environment, 
energy 
transformation, 
chemistry and 
sustainable future, 
climate action. 

Teaching and 
learning materials 
and courses 
provided by 
university. 

Events on campus. 

Philosophy, physics, 
chemistry, 
geography, 
mathematics, IT. 

18
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rounds: one in the spring of 2021, focusing on modules in Lappeen-
ranta and Imatra, and one in the autumn of 2022, covering the pro-
gramme’s expansion to Lahti. Nineteen interviews were conducted with 
24 informants from various backgrounds, ensuring representation from 
different stages of the programmes’ development and implementation. 
Participants included principals (P1, P2), teachers (T3–T13), city offi-
cials (C14–C19), higher education professionals (H20–H24), providing 
a comprehensive perspective on the Junior University initiative. All of 
the informants, including teachers, participated in both the development 
and implementation of activities to some extent. 

Both individual and group interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams 
and were recorded and transcribed. The interviews covered four topics: 
(1) frst impressions and motive for participation, (2) challenges experienced, 
(3) successes, and (4) experiences and feedback from other parties (teach-
ers, students, parents, etc.). Depending on the interviewee’s background, 
the focus varied slightly; for instance, coordinators discussed innovation 
broadly, while teachers focused on their involvement in module develop-
ment. The goal was to gather comprehensive information within the given 
time constraints. 

The data was analysed using content analysis following qualitative data 
analysis guidelines (Miles et al., 2014). After data collection, data reduction, 
display, conclusion drawing, and verifcation were performed. Open coding 
was employed initially to identify challenges and success factors among the 
different actor groups, followed by categorisation based on the identifed fac-
tors’ properties and characteristics. Emerging fndings were compared with 
the existing literature to organise success factors and challenges into thematic 
categories, including structural, economic, behavioural, and cognitive as-
pects (e.g., Bostrom, 1970). 

Findings – success factors and key challenges 

The analysis revealed 11 success factors and eight key challenges in the 
development and implementation activities of Junior University. Based on 
further analysis, the identifed success factors and challenges were catego-
rised into four broad dimensions: structural, economic, behavioural, and 
cognitive. 

Structural dimension 

The structural dimension focuses on the organisation and governance of intra- 
and inter-organisational relationships. Identifed success factors and key chal-
lenges in the structural dimension are summarised in Table 12.2. Especially 
at Lappeenranta, the success of Junior University was related to the leaders’ 
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TABLE 12.2 Success Factors and Key Challenges in the Structural Dimension 

Success factors Challenges 

Structural 
dimension 

Transparent governance 
Strong leadership driven by 

high desire, expertise, and 
networks to lead innovation 
work and fnd the right people. 
Establishing common policies on 
ownership and responsibilities. 

“The essential thing in terms 
of success is to fnd the right 
people at the school, there 
must be motivation, desire, and 
enthusiasm” (H20). 

Equality and continuity 
Ensuring educational equality 

and continuity of operations 
by binding activities to the 
curriculum. 

“We also strengthen educational 
equality. We show a concrete 
path to university, even for 
children from backgrounds with 
no model of higher education 
in their family. This is also an 
egalitarian operating model” 
(C14). 

Strategic alignment 
Alignment of activities to 

the strategies of the actors 
involved. 

“Both city and higher education 
organisations have seen this as 
important. They are ready to 
provide resources” (C19). 

Vague governance 
Unclear responsibilities and 

lack of concrete agreements. 
Dependency on single actors. 

“In the beginning there were 
also challenges, there 
were no clear people with 
responsibility” (C18). 

Lack of operational continuity 
Challenges ensuring the 

continuity of operations in the 
future due to the short-term 
nature of the development 
projects and dependence on 
individuals volunteering. 

“The teachers are paid for 
organising teaching, but for 
everyone else, participating 
is more or less a voluntary 
activity. This voluntariness 
and permanence is a diffcult 
concept” (C15). 

Need for commitment and 
governmental support 

Challenges getting commitment 
and support from multiple 
actors within a network and 
government. 

“It’s quite diffcult, you need the 
combination of both the city 
and the university” (H20). 

strong desire, expertise, and motivation (individual or group) in guiding the 
development and crucial frst stages of the innovation process. 

N.N. has done a great job involving quite a large number of teachers. He 
has done the preparatory work very inclusively. 

(T14) 
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In Lahti and Imatra, meanwhile, identifying the right people was vital. 
Transparent governance, with clear policies and responsibilities, generally 
drove successful implementation. Conversely, vague governance hindered 
development, leading to conficts and a lack of operational continuity. 

We may not have considered the fact that it also requires a lot of effort 
from LUT. At no point was there a discussion about their investment in it. 

(C16) 

All actors identifed challenges related to the lack of operational continuity, 
including the short-term nature of the project and its reliance on volunteers. 
Binding activities to the educational curriculum was crucial for educational 
equality and continuity, requiring strong strategic commitment, especially 
from the city. 

We have succeeded in making this not just available to the chosen few, but 
to all the children in Lappeenranta. 

(P1) 

To provide this for every student, it needs to be included on the curricu-
lum. The content is related to the topics and themes of the courses studied. 

(T13) 

Strategic alignment with actors’ strategies, as seen in Lappeenranta’s and 
Lahti’s plans for green/sustainable city development and the University’s stra-
tegic approach to leading sustainable renewal, was identifed as a success 
factor. However, this posed challenges due to the increased effort required to 
ensure commitment and governmental support. 

Economic dimension 

The economic dimension is connected to investments, outputs, externalities, and 
value creation for the various actors involved in the activities. A summary of the 
factors within the economic dimension is shown in Table 12.3. Resourcing, high-
lighted by all actors, emerged as a critical factor affecting the success of imple-
mentation efforts. Adequate time, funding, and personnel were deemed essential 
for success, alongside intelligent resource management. 

Resources are a clear success factor and also a challenge to obtain! Espe-
cially paid working time. We have the city’s strategic fnancing. 

(C13) 

A long-term perspective on resourcing was especially emphasised, including 
the varying and limited resources across contexts (such as the availability of 
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TABLE 12.3 Success Factors and Key Challenges in the Economic Dimension 

Success factors Challenges 

Economic 
dimension 

Suffcient resources 
Resourcing enough money, time, 

and personnel for the work. 
Reasonable and intelligent 
management of resources. 

“It is fnancially sustainable. This is 
not a project, it’s an activity of a 
permanent nature, which is meant 
to continue until the end of the 
world” (H17). 

Equal value creation 
Value creation and showing the 

benefts from the perspective of 
each of the actors involved. 

“Increasing the educational level of 
the City of Lahti. Providing equal 
opportunities for all and 
encouraging people towards higher 
education” (C19). 

Limited resources 
Varying resources across 

different contexts and 
challenges identifying 
the amounts of resources 
needed. 

“It’s not really the size of 
the school, but how many 
devices the students have. At 
our school, all students have 
a personal Chromebook. 
It makes it a lot easier to 
do these things. ... Then in 
other schools where they 
don’t have personal devices 
it is much harder. But that 
probably also depends on 
the implementation method” 
(T10). 

technological devices in schools). For example, in Lahti, this issue was partly 
resolved by providing city-sponsored learning kits (including e.g., tools and 
materials for water experiments) for all preschool groups in the city. Equal 
value creation, demonstrating benefts for all involved parties, was identifed 
as a key success factor, enhancing motivation and investment. For instance, 
the Junior University initiative in Lappeenranta beneftted the city by nurtur-
ing sustainability-aware citizens and future entrepreneurs, while also promot-
ing the attractiveness and diversity of higher education science studies. 

Integration of an entrepreneurial attitude, so that new SME entrepreneurs 
might emerge from this generation in this area. 

(C14) 

Behavioural dimension 

The behavioural dimension of success factors and challenges revolves around 
the actors’ activities, routines, and communicative practices. The fndings in 
this dimension are summarised in Table 12.4. A supportive innovation culture 
was acknowledged to guide the successful development of the concept. Inform-
ants acknowledged that supporting independent and creative work was crucial 
but also caused extra stress. Thus, balancing strict guidelines, creativity, and 



 
  

 

 

 

 
 

  
 

   
 

 
 

 
 

TABLE 12.4 Success Factors and Key Challenges in the Behavioural Dimension 

Success factors Challenges 

Behavioural 
dimension 

Supporting innovation culture 
Inspiring and supporting an innovation culture, 

including room for freedom and creativity. 
“I’m very satisfed that we have such a management 

culture. School communities are strong expert 
organisations, and we try to give them as much room 
as possible, for example in how they implement the 
curriculum” (C14). 

Balancing activities 
Finding the balance between strict guidelines, creativity, and 

freedom. 
“Teachers would like someone to come and give them 

a ready-made package. But then we noticed from the 
feedback that the fnished package did not undergo nearly 
as much additional research as the circular economy 
module, which the teachers carried out themselves from 
start to fnish; it was kind of more successful” (T5). 

Practical implementation 
Development of well-structured and clear materials 

that are connected to real-life topics. 
“I like the idea that real things from the university 

world can also be brought to preschoolers; you 
don’t have to think that the children should just play in 
the yard and with water, but you can bring in the science 
aspect. After all, it is a really important thing for children 
and young people, making them aware that they are 
studying real, important things, not ‘just’ playing” (P2). 

Unclear guidelines and lack of education 
Contextual differences and challenges seeing the big picture 

due to the varying guidelines and lack of education for 
teachers. 

“One of my colleagues from another school quite often 
called me to ask what this means, and what to do” (T10). 

Close and open collaboration 
Commitment and close collaboration between the 

actors involved. Clear roles and responsibilities, open 
communication, and an inspirational spirit. 

“The commitment and partnership from both sides is 
really strong. It is probably also one success factor 
and a basic pillar for this work of ours” (C14). 

Ineffcient collaboration 
Unclear responsibilities, forms of collaboration, and 

challenges related to communication between actors. 
“There should be more cooperation with business, for 

example ... so that our teachers are also aware of what 
society and working life will require of our children in the 
future. ... The point is that there are certain themes that 
are not so easy to implement in teaching. For example, 
entrepreneurship education” (C14). 
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freedom posed diffculties. Well-structured materials linked to existing studies, 
topics, and research were seen as crucial for long-term success. However, un-
clear guidelines and a lack of education hindered implementation, especially 
for teachers who were not involved from the beginning. Challenges also arose 
in terms of understanding the overarching concept. 

“It has been polished to such a degree that there are actually lesson plans 
and guides for teachers … I would argue that it is also a meaningful way of 
teaching for the teacher” (T8). 

This is quite a large entity. Especially for teachers who have not been in-
volved in the development work, it must be quite confusing. It’s a pretty big 
and broad entity to understand. 

(T9) 

Furthermore, collaboration and communication activities were key to suc-
cess, with an emphasis on commitment, clear roles, open communication, 
and inspiration. However, ineffcient collaboration and unclear responsibili-
ties led to conficts and communication challenges among actors. 

“Even though the city’s willingness to engage with the project is strong and 
they want to invest in it, every time we have asked how to take things forward 
and who should do it, something is missing. The city should take responsibil-
ity for getting this thing implemented” (H24). 

Cognitive dimension 

The cognitive dimension encompasses various psychological aspects which 
infuence innovation work, including knowledge, values, attitudes, beliefs, 
and perceptions. Findings in this dimension are summarised in Table 12.5. 
These factors were crucial for the concept’s success and require high internal 
motivation and inspiration to carry out the work. As one informant noted, 

The internal motivation of the actors has been high. In a manner of speak-
ing, the love for the activity has been visible. 

(P1) 

Participants, including teachers, higher education staff, city council members, 
and business representatives, engaged voluntarily, driven by their passion 
for the activities. Positive attitudes and feedback from participating students 
and their parents fuelled enthusiasm and contributed to the concept’s interna-
tional recognition and positive reputation. 

“There is also value in the image. This is something unique and new, and 
as it is also useful, we can talk about social innovation and pioneering” 
(C15). 
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TABLE 12.5 Success Factors and Key Challenges in the Cognitive Dimension 

Success factors Challenges 

Cognitive 
dimension 

Internal motivation 
High motivation and suffcient 

interest to voluntarily take part 
in development and 
implementation activities. 

“This kind of development work 
has been really rewarding, a 
change from my own work as 
well” (T9). 

Positive feedback 
Ensuring feedback is received 

from different actors and taken 
into account in development 
and implementation. 

“It has been quite rewarding to 
see how much the students have 
liked it and the teachers have 
gotten excited” (P2). 

Timely and important topics 
Focusing on important topics with 

a social and educational 
component. Connecting the 
topics to the needs of the actors 
involved. 

“One small group got really 
enthusiastic about the circular 
economy period and that they 
get to teach their parents about 
this issue” (T5). 

Increased stress 
Increased stress due to 

changing work duties and 
feelings of inadequacy. 

“Yes, and then the fact that 
when you feel guilty that 
you haven’t done enough, 
N.N. just says that you have, 
that you shouldn’t stress 
unnecessarily, that this is going 
just fne, but still…” (T7). 

Moreover, the relevance of sustainable development as a central theme of 
the concept resonated with participants’ values and societal needs, driving 
the innovation’s success. As one informant mentioned, 

The subject is important; the environment and its well-being are, of course, 
important. But [it is even more important] that there is an opportunity to 
infuence all the children of this city on how they relate to that subject. 

(T5) 

On the other hand, challenges in the cognitive dimension were also iden-
tifed, including increased stress among participants, particularly teachers, 
due to changing work duties and feelings of inadequacy. These stressors 
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highlighted the need for support and adaptation to alleviate pressure and 
ensure continued success. As one teacher noted, 

As my work involves doing a lot all the time, and maybe this kind of de-
sign work is a very different type of work, then sometimes when things 
maybe don’t progress in the same way, you might feel stressed and that you 
haven’t done enough. 

(T6) 

Discussion 

Junior University responds to two issues: the need to increase the attrac-
tiveness of university science education and to enhance science teaching 
in primary and secondary schools. By integrating university-level science 
education into the curricula of local schools, Junior University aims to 
foster children’s interest in higher education, particularly in engineering, 
while also improving awareness of science studies, sustainable develop-
ment, and entrepreneurship. The goal is to help reduce the impact of socio-
economic differences and make higher and engineering education more 
inclusive. 

This innovative approach aligns with the dimensions of social innovation 
highlighted in prior research (e.g., Mulgan, 2007), as it fosters collaboration 
between academia, local authorities, and industry and combines existing 
educational elements in novel ways, including, for example, the utilisation of 
an open university course on climate action as an integrated part of higher ed-
ucation courses and the organisation of university-led innovation workshops, 
usually targeted at business actors, for children in the ffth grade. Moreover, 
Junior University promotes interdisciplinary collaboration among experts to 
address sustainability goals. It engages students in real-life innovation pro-
jects (e.g., regarding regional sustainability), enhancing their understanding 
of societal needs and the role of science in addressing them. 

Junior University’s key success factors were linked to acknowledging 
the fundamental barriers to implementing science education at primary 
and secondary school levels, such as lack of time, knowledge, training, 
and resources, as highlighted by previous research (Blanchard et al., 2013; 
Cartwright, 2014; Hammock & Ivey, 2019). Teachers’ knowledge gaps are 
bridged through close collaboration with university experts, and supporting 
materials and guidance are provided. This collaboration signifcantly low-
ers the barriers to implementing new standards in the curriculum. Moreover, 
the commitment of all parties involved, including local authorities, ensures 
suffcient resources and value creation for all the actors involved, includ-
ing administrative support, highlighted as a crucial factor by Hammock and 
Ivey (2019). By closely aligning different actors and connecting activities to 
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the curriculum, Junior University enhances commitment and practical imple-
mentation, contributing to its success in achieving equality and continuity 
goals. 

Despite the multiple success factors identifed in the study, the fndings 
also revealed multiple challenges. Structural challenges, such as vague 
governance and operational continuity, must be addressed to ensure the 
sustainability of similar initiatives. Additionally, concerns were raised regard-
ing contextual differences and the need for standardised guidelines to support 
the broad implementation of innovative practices. Acknowledging these chal-
lenges is vital to improving current efforts and supporting the development 
of future social innovations in education and ensuring their successful imple-
mentation on a larger scale. 

To address the effects of the socioeconomic gap in higher and science edu-
cation participation, this study provides an example of how social innovation 
may be employed to instigate positive bottom-up change. Equal and universal 
access to higher education needs to be complemented by action to positively 
reinforce awareness of and attitudes towards higher education participation 
during the early stages of the educational path. Furthermore, the results show 
that Junior University and its approaches can signifcantly raise awareness of 
environmentally sustainable action among the wider community. Educational 
and awareness-building actions targeted at students support them in cham-
pioning sustainability awareness and action to enable bottom-up commu-
nity transformation. This anecdotal evidence corroborates the hopeful claim 
by Aksoy et al. (2019), among others, that innovations for sustainability and 
enterprises that collaborate with other ecosystem actors can make critical 
contributions to achieving Sustainable Development Goals. 

While this study focuses on Junior University in Finland, it stands as a 
compelling example of collaborative innovation for sustainability in educa-
tion. Its success can spark discussions on similar impactful collaborations. 
Further empirical research is necessary to fully grasp the dynamics of educa-
tional innovation processes. Social innovations in education are crucial for 
addressing sustainability challenges and nurturing future engineering experts. 
This study underscores the signifcance of sustainability science education 
across all education levels, and we urge future researchers to explore different 
approaches and models. Moreover, examining how models like Junior 
University impact girls’ interest in engineering education warrants further 
investigation. 

Implications for practice and policy 

Junior University represents an innovative educational model that fosters col-
laboration between universities, industry, and local education systems. This 
model is specifcally designed to provide tailored sustainability, science, and 
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entrepreneurship education. It represents a pioneering blueprint for reshaping 
science education towards sustainability while empowering students with es-
sential skills to tackle global challenges. It underscores the importance of 
integrating sustainability into science education at all levels and broadening 
participation in science education. 

Practitioners and policymakers can draw upon the success factors and 
challenges identifed in this study to develop social innovations in educa-
tion that cross the borders of compulsory and higher education. By fostering 
collaboration among educators, administrators, and policymakers, barriers to 
innovation can be lowered, and educational initiatives can be designed and 
implemented effectively to ensure their continuity and impact. This study em-
phasises the need for concerted efforts to promote equal access to education 
and raise awareness of sustainability, entrepreneurship, and science among 
students from diverse backgrounds, laying the foundation for a more sustain-
able future. 
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13 
PLAY, PLAN, PARTICIPATE 

Bridging education for sustainable development 
with children’s participation through gaming 

Introduction 

Engaging young citizens in understanding and shaping their urban environments 
is crucial for the long-term success of sustainability initiatives. To this effect, the 
United Nations Educational, Scientifc and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has 
developed a roadmap called “Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) for 
2030” that seeks to empower citizens to make informed choices and take both 
individual and collective action to support societal change and care for the planet 
(UNESCO, 2020). Public participation in sustainable urban planning can be facil-
itated by using serious games, which are designed to simulate real-life situations 
where citizens are given the opportunity to explore possible solutions and be in-
volved in decision-making (Angelidou & Psaltoglou, 2019). Compared to games, 
serious games are designed for a specifc goal other than mere entertainment, 
for example, for learning or training (Scurati et al., 2020). These games are valu-
able as they allow citizens to understand how city planners come to decisions 
and the different factors they must consider (Stokes, 2020). Research has shown 
that serious games foster higher levels of engagement and learning in contrast 
to conventional knowledge transfer methods (e.g., lectures, reading, and writ-
ing), by leveraging the concept of “learning by doing” (i.e., experiential learning) 
and incorporating context-based goals, visualisation, storytelling, or role-playing 
(Bakhanova et al., 2020). In this way, serious games can facilitate critical think-
ing and increase the knowledge of participants regarding various urban issues 
while motivating them and keeping them engaged with the matter at hand. By 
enabling players to make decisions and making them aware of the consequences 
of their choices, serious games can facilitate learning and empower participants 
to contribute to the sustainable transformation of their cities (Coakley & Garvey, 
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2015). The learning dimension is considered of utmost relevance when address-
ing children’s participation, as underlined by Roger Hart (1992) in his adaptation 
of Arnstein’s ladder of participation (Arnstein, 1969). To be able to engage in pro-
cesses that are initiated by adults, children have to be able to understand what is 
expected of them and why their participation matters. One of the most diffcult 
tasks for urban planners is to transfer enough knowledge to the children, which is 
essential to engage them in a meaningful way. Serious games provide a practical 
and interactive platform through which children can learn about the complexi-
ties of urban planning and how to plan sustainable cities. A successful example 
of the use of serious games to foster children’s participation in decision-making 
for urban planning is the integration of game-based learning (GBL) approaches in 
schools (de Andrade et al., 2020). Through serious games, children can be taught 
the various concepts related to the sub-topics of urban development, including 
infrastructure management, environmental protection, and community engage-
ment (Razali et al., 2022). Through these games, children can develop a deeper 
understanding of the challenges and opportunities in their cities and come up 
with innovative ideas and solutions. 

This chapter aims to answer the following research question: which design 
principles underpin the development of a gamifed learning environment that 
could engage children in sustainable urban planning processes? 

Following the steps of design science research (DSR) methodology, we 
demonstrate the research and design process of an online game prototype that 
integrates the concepts of sustainable urban development as the foundation 
of participatory processes. It contributes to the existing body of knowledge by 
providing insights into how serious games can be co-designed by academics, 
planners, and children themselves to better capture the interest and contri-
bution of younger audiences in complex topics such as urban sustainability. 
During the design process, the emphasis was placed on learning, usability, 
and user engagement to ensure that the designed game prototype not only 
teaches the children about sustainability principles but also encourages their 
active involvement in sustainable urban development. Moreover, it examines 
the game’s connection to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) using an offcial scoring system based on Key Performance Indicators 
used by municipalities in Norway (Smiciklas et al., 2017). 

The fndings and discussion presented in this chapter hold signifcance 
not only for academics in the felds of urban planning, sustainability, and 
educational technology but also for practitioners, including urban planners, 
policymakers, and educators. The iterative testing and refnement of the game 
prototype allowed us to bridge theory and practice, offering insights into how 
serious games can be designed to support both educational and participatory 
objectives. The fact that the game prototype presents real-life urban planning 
scenarios and provides feedback on social, economic, and environmental 
impacts presents an example of how this approach can engage the next gen-
eration in sustainable city development. 
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Methodology 

To answer the research question of which principles underpin the development 
of a gamifed learning environment that could engage children in sustainable 
urban planning processes, the use of DSR methodology is justifed. DSR is 
a research method that involves designing innovative artefacts and testing 
them for practical applications to generate new knowledge about an identi-
fed problem (Peffers et al., 2007). The development of a serious game for 
children’s understanding and participation in sustainable urban development 
involves several key steps. Firstly, the researchers must identify the specifc 
problem or challenge that the artefact aims to solve. Then, a literature review 
is conducted to search for information on the particular topic and identify 
solutions that have been designed for a similar purpose. The researchers also 
consult with experts in urban development, education, and game design to 
ensure that the game prototype aligns with best practices and pedagogical 
theories to maximise its learning potential. In addition, the researchers would 
redesign and develop the game prototype, taking into consideration the needs 
and preferences of the target audience (children). 

By following the steps of DSR, researchers can design and develop a digital 
solution that specifcally addresses the issues related to children’s participation 
in sustainable urban development. The iterative nature of the DSR process also 
allows for continuous improvement and refnement of the game based on user 
feedback, ensuring its relevance and effectiveness in addressing the identifed 
challenges. With the pressing need to make cities more sustainable, the use 
of the DSR methodology is benefcial as it ensures that the proposed solu-
tion is not only theoretically relevant but also effective in solving real-world 
problems (Peffers et al., 2007). Moreover, the emphasis of DSR on bridging 
the gap between theory and practice is central to this research, as it allows for 
the development of a digital solution that is frmly anchored in the practical 
needs of sustainable urban development. The following section outlines the six 
activities of the DSR methodology used in this research (Figure 13.1) and the 
results of each activity will be discussed in the fourth section. 

Activity 1: Problem identifcation and motivation. Outline the specifc 
research problem and justify the importance of a solution. To identify the 
problem and lay the foundations of this study, the researchers conducted a 

FIGURE 13.1 Steps of the design science research methodology as defned by 
Peffers et al. (2007) 
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thorough analysis of the current challenges and issues linked to children’s 
participation in sustainable urban development. This analysis involved a 
review of existing literature, discussions with planners and policymakers, 
and observations of relevant participatory processes that used a gamifed 
approach. 

Activity 2: Defne the objectives for a solution. Infer the objectives of a so-
lution that can address the shortcomings identifed in Activity 1. The practical 
goal of a better artefact was to provide planners with a digital tool to engage 
children in participatory processes. The type of solution was decided to be 
a digital game to facilitate the children’s understanding of sustainable urban 
planning processes. To develop a prototype, a specifc development frame-
work for GBL solutions (LEAGUE framework) was chosen to defne the game’s 
characteristics and ensure alignment with educational goals. 

Activity 3: Design and development. Create the artefact. Conceptually, a 
design research artefact can be any designed object in which a research contri-
bution is embedded in the design. The characteristics of the game were defned 
based on an adequate development framework identifed in Activity 2. 

Activity 4: Demonstration. Demonstrate the use of the artefact to resolve one 
or more aspects of the problem. This could involve its use in experimentation, 
simulation, case study, or other appropriate activity. This was accomplished 
through supervised user testing in a real learning environment (i.e., with pupils 
in classrooms). 

Activity 5: Evaluation. Observe and measure how well the artefact sup-
ports a resolution of the problem. This activity requires the evaluation of the 
objectives of a solution against the actual results that emerge from the use of 
the artefact in the demonstration. This was done by combining observations 
in the classroom and results from a post-test questionnaire. 

Activity 6. Communication. Communicate the problem and its impor-
tance, and present the artefact, its utility and novelty, the background for its 
design, and its effectiveness to researchers and other relevant audiences, such 
as practising professionals, when appropriate. 

Based on those steps, the frst game prototype was developed and tested 
in 2021 (Senior et al., 2023, 2025). As part of the iterative process of the DSR 
methodology, the results from observations and evaluations of the frst game 
prototype informed the development of the second prototype, which is pre-
sented in this chapter. 

Results 

Problem identifcation and motivation 

As a starting point for this research, the researchers conducted a thor-
ough analysis of the current challenges and issues related to children’s 
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participation in sustainable urban development processes identifed in the 
literature and a comparable gaming solution. This analysis involved a re-
view of existing literature, consultation with planners and policymakers, 
and observations of relevant participatory processes. In addition to the chal-
lenges presented in the introduction, namely in recruiting participants and 
ensuring that they have suffcient understanding of the complex concepts 
behind sustainable urban planning, our literature review on participatory 
processes revealed a lack of focus on the participants’ needs and benefts 
(Senior et al., 2023). To explore existing solutions for engaging children in 
planning, we also conducted an empirical study of the UN-Habitat pro-
gramme “Block by Block” using Minecraft to co-create cities with children. 
The programme follows a structured process: the local urban planners are 
frst trained by the UN-Habitat team in using Minecraft and then in charge 
of building themselves the models they wish to use to collect citizens’ input. 
Then, they organise a co-creation workshop where they present the purpose 
and method of the participatory process and give participants access to 
the Minecraft model and let them model their ideas. In the end, the par-
ticipants collectively prioritise design ideas with urban planners. After the 
workshop, the urban planners oversee the preparation of planning propos-
als based on the citizens’ ideas and present them to the local community 
before sending them to the municipal decision-makers. Using the popular 
game Minecraft as a tool to engage children in urban planning represents 
an innovative approach to involving younger generations in the shaping of 
their urban environments (de Andrade et al., 2020). The programme was 
run in Oslo, Norway, in 2021–2022, and authors of this chapter conducted 
two semi-structured interviews with the district’s urban planner, in charge 
of the revitalisation project that the programme was collecting input for, 
and the participation coordinator who led the participatory process. In ad-
dition to these interviews, conducted before the co-creation workshop, the 
district’s urban planning offce was also involved in teaching activities at 
the researchers’ institution during the same period. The “Block by Block” 
programme was also discussed, and regular updates were given as part of 
this collaboration. Finally, on the day of the co-creation workshop, led by 
the district’s urban planning offce and two employees of the UN-Habitat 
“Block by Block” programme, researchers conducted observations of the 
room. We noted that helping participants to visualise and redesign public 
spaces in their communities could encourage a sense of engagement and 
ownership. However, despite its creative engagement strategy, the “Block 
by Block” programme has some limitations. A primary shortcoming is the 
necessity for training urban planners to effectively use Minecraft as a plan-
ning tool. This condition forms an obstacle to broader adoption and limits 
the programme’s scalability. Besides, the process of modelling existing city 
environments within the Minecraft platform is both time-consuming and 
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resource-heavy, which reduces the initiative’s practicality across diverse 
urban settings. Furthermore, a critical dimension that the programme does 
not adequately address is sustainability. The lack of explicit focus on sus-
tainable urban development within the game means that it falls short of 
educating participants about crucial aspects of environmental, social, and 
economic sustainability in urban planning. This omission is a signifcant 
gap, considering the increasing importance of sustainable practices in con-
temporary urban development, even more so when the goal is to facili-
tate children’s participation, which requires a heavy focus on giving them 
suffcient knowledge and understanding of the process. 

Objective of the solution 

The objectives of the solution that would engage children in the sustainable 
urban development process were defned in direct connection with the short-
comings identifed in the Block-by-Block method and the focus areas of the 
UNESCO “ESD for 2030” roadmap as shown in Table 13.1. 

TABLE 13.1 Objectives of the Artefact Based on the Shortcomings Identifed in the 
Block-by-Block Method 

Shortcomings of the UNESCO “ESD Proposed objectives of the artefact 
Block-by-Block for 2030” focus 
method areas 

Need for training 
the planners 

Abstracted version 
of the reality that needs 
to be modelled in 
Minecraft 

Children don’t receive 
feedback on how their 
choices infuence the 
urban sustainability 

Accelerating 
local level 
action 

Transforming 
learning 
environments 

Empowering 
and mobilising 
youth 

The artefact should provide 
planners with a digital tool that 
they could use in participatory 
processes without prior training 
required, using pre-existing 
resources (e.g., 3D model of 
the city). 

The artefact should use realistic 3D 
representation of the children’s 
own city to foster a sense of 
responsibility towards their local 
environment. 

The artefact should include an 
education component to ensure 
that children have suffcient 
understanding of sustainable 
urban planning process in 
accordance with Roger Hart’s 
(1992) ladder of children 
participation. 
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The purpose of an educational game is to deliver the desired learning out-
come; therefore, thought-out planning is essential to achieve this goal. Early 
in the development process, it is important to identify who the target users of 
the game will be, how to present the learning content in a way that is suitable 
for them, and which game elements to use. To achieve the targets of GBL and 
satisfy the requirements and aptitudes of the target users, it is important to rely 
on existing frameworks that structure and assess the design of educational 
games. The LEAGUE framework (Learning, Environment, Affective-cognitive 
reactions, Game factors, Usability, usEr) was deemed relevant for developing 
our prototype because of its comprehensive and holistic methodology and 
its practicality (Tahir & Wang, 2020). It incorporates important features such 
as pedagogical effectiveness, player engagement, evaluative mechanisms, 
interactive design, reaction, and environmental adaptability. Unlike other 
frameworks that solely focus on educational content or game mechanics, the 
LEAGUE framework prioritises educational outcomes while still ensuring the 
game is engaging and enjoyable. The focus on user-centred design and adapt-
able environments makes it applicable to various learning contexts. Further-
more, the iterative nature of the LEAGUE framework allows for continuous 
refnement, aligning with the evolving needs of educational technology and 
enhancing its effectiveness as a tool for creating impactful learning games. 

Design and development of the artefact 

During this phase, the goal was to design the game components. Based on 
the LEAGUE framework, the following characteristics shown in Table 13.2 
were defned. 

The choice of the game design was guided by the benefts of scenario-based 
simulation for GBL and participatory planning (Lin & Hou, 2016). The game 
was created by implementing the 3D maps provided by the municipality into 
the game engine without the need to remodel, thereby preserving the realistic 
visualisation of the city that the children are familiar with (Figure 13.2). 

The scenarios were designed by the researchers to ft into four different cate-
gories of urban planning, namely road and transportation, residential buildings, 
urban nature, and public space. Each of these categories included four different 
scenarios, scoring differently on the overall sustainability of the city, as shown in 
Table 13.3. The scenarios were intentionally developed to refect extreme situ-
ations to easily show their different impacts on sustainability. The sustainability 
scoring system was developed based on the United 4 Smart and Sustainable 
Cities KPI methodology (Smiciklas et al., 2017), which was currently in use by 
the municipality at the time. 

To ensure that children have a suffcient understanding of sustainable 
urban planning in accordance with the ladder of children participation (Hart, 
1992), the game provides feedback on how their decisions infuence the overall 
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TABLE 13.2 Characteristics of the Solution According to the Structure of the LEAGUE 
Framework 

LEAGUE Explanation Artefact 
dimensions 

Learning Decide goals and purpose in 
terms of knowledge and skills 
the game intends to transfer 
to users 

Environment Decide the technological 
environment for the game 

Reaction Decide the reactions you 
would like to generate 
through the game 

Game design Decide the game genre 
Usability Decide the usability goal of 

the game 
User Decide the target players of 

the game 

Decision-making in sustainable 
urban development 

Web game (using Unity and 
WebGL), supported on desktop 
computers and mobile devices 

Cognitive and behavioural 

Scenario-based 
Easy to use and intuitive 

Children (ages 8–12), planners, 
and teachers 

sustainability of their city. When playing the game, the players are invited to 
experiment with multiple combinations of scenarios in all categories and the 
impact of their decisions is displayed in the form of gauges corresponding to 
each sustainability pillar and friendly fgures changing “mood” according to 
their level of satisfaction (Figure 13.3). 

FIGURE 13.2 Game interface based on the municipality’s 3D maps 
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TABLE 13.3 Scenarios of Urban Transformation within Each Category 

Road and 
transportation 

Residential 
buildings 

Urban nature Public space 

Scenario 1 All roads are 
open; all types 
of vehicles are 
allowed to 
drive in the 
city. 

We help 
people to 
improve all 
the existing 
buildings and 
we build 
more small 
houses. 

Create botanical 
gardens in 
every street 
corner. 

Build a zero-
emission 
positive 
energy 
Tivoli on 
the main 
square. 

Scenario 2 All roads should 
only be used 
by cyclists, 
pedestrians, 
skaters, skiers, 
etc. 

Help people to 
improve all 
the existing 
buildings and 
we build 
collective 

Seasonal urban 
agriculture, 
blue corridors, 
and fountains. 

Build a big 
skatepark 
on the 
main 
square. 

buildings 
where we 
reserve some 
apartments for 
people who 
have less 
money so that 
more people 
can live in the 
city at a 
decent price. 

Scenario 3 All roads may 
only be used 
by electric 
vehicles. 

Build super 
powerhouses 
that provide 
energy for all 
neighbours. 

Build treetop 
houses in the 
city. 

Build a giant 
ice rink. 

Scenario 4 All roads shall Transform all the Plant trees Build an 
only be used 
by public 
transport and 
delivery 
vehicles. Local 
residents 

buildings into 
houses and 
apartments. 
Everyone can 
live in the city 
centre now 

everywhere 
there’s room 
to create 
urban forests. 

outdoor 
gym. 

have a special-
access permit. 

because there 
is enough 
room. 
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FIGURE 13.3 Friendly characters designed for representing sustainability pillars 
scores 

Demonstration 

At this stage, the potential of the artefact in addressing the challenges of en-
gaging children in sustainable urban development processes was tested. The 
artefact (i.e., game prototype) was demonstrated to three different audiences: 
the research team, municipal staff (including urban planners, the participa-
tion coordinator, and the head of the sustainable education programme), and 
three 7th-grade classes from two different local schools. The preliminary dem-
onstration of the prototype took place internally within the research team to 
reveal technical issues and identify areas of improvement both in terms of 
gameplay but also in terms of content to ensure the relevance and clarity of 
the scenarios. The demonstration to the local municipal staff was conducted 
through two separate online meetings, one with the local participation coor-
dinator and the head of the sustainable education programme and the other 
with the participation coordinator and the urban planner involved in the 
“Block by Block” programme in Oslo. 

The demonstration to the three classes took place as part of the Norwegian 
Research Council’s annual science festival “Researcher Sprint” (Norwegian 
University of Science and Technology, 2022) during which researchers from 
the university visit local schools to introduce pupils to their research. User 
testing was conducted during the 2022 edition, where researchers visited 
three classrooms at two elementary schools in Trondheim and presented the 
ByMaker prototype. A total of 73 children aged 11–12 in one international 
and two Norwegian classrooms took part in a 45-minute session which in-
cluded an introduction, a pre-live survey, a game session, a discussion, a 
post-live survey, and a design activity. The user testing session was planned as 
shown in Figure 13.4, and individual activities are described in more detail 
below. 
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FIGURE 13.4 The distribution of the 45-minute user testing session 

In the introduction part of the session, researchers briefy described the 
project and invited the pupils to use Mentimeter to participate in the pre- and 
post-live surveys. 

The pre-live survey served as a test of children’s prior knowledge and un-
derstanding of sustainable development and was integrated into the presenta-
tion to engage the children and keep their attention. It included the following 
four questions: 

1 Which word comes to your mind when you hear about “sustainable 
development”? 

2 What do you think we can do to make the city more “sustainable”? 
3 What is the most important for a sustainable city? Multiple choice 

between a. all three are important; b. environment (planet); c. social (people); 
d. economy (money). 

4 Do you think “environmentally friendly” and “sustainable” mean the 
same? Multiple choice between a. no and b. yes. 

These questions helped the researchers to understand the children’s prior 
knowledge in terms of the desired learning outcome and see whether the 
children associate the term sustainable development with solely the envi-
ronmental aspect. The pre-survey conducted prior to the gameplay session 
indicated a solid understanding of environmental considerations, while the 
social and economic ones remained abstract. 

The desired learning outcome for the session was for the children to under-
stand that sustainable development is not only the environmental considera-
tions but a balance between the environmental, social, and economic aspects 
of sustainability. 

The presentation was followed by a game session. A period of 15 minutes 
was dedicated to this activity, taking into consideration that some children 
would fnish the frst round faster and others might take longer to fnd the 
right combination of choices that would increase the environmental score. 
After playing for 7 minutes, the researchers presented the right combination 
of scenarios for the frst round (i.e., the combination that would give the high-
est environmental score). This way, everybody could proceed to the second 
round. Children played the second round, where the goal was to fnd the 



 

 

 

204 Citizen Participation in Sustainable Urban Development 

combination of scenarios that would keep the balance between the environ-
mental, social, and economic aspects. Those who fnished faster were handed 
the user experience and motivation questionnaire, keeping them engaged, 
while others were still trying to fnd the right combination to obtain a balance 
between the three sustainability pillars. 

The user experience and motivation questionnaire were designed to meas-
ure the overall satisfaction with the user interface and user experience and the 
motivation and desire to play the game. We also included a question about 
how nice it was for the children to play the game on the map of their own city. 

The game session was followed by a discussion, where the correct com-
bination of scenarios from the second round was reviewed collectively, and 
two questions were asked using Mentimeter (i.e., repeated questions 3 and 
4 from the pre-live survey). The answers to these questions, together with the 
scores given on the user experience and motivation questionnaire, formed the 
results of the post-live survey. 

The test was wrapped up with a design activity, giving the children the 
opportunity to share their ideas (i.e., draw or write them on the worksheet 
provided) for scenarios that should be used in the future development of the 
game. 

Evaluation 

The evaluation phase focused on observing and measuring how well the ar-
tefact supports a solution to the problem. At least two researchers involved in 
the development of the artefact were present in each demonstration session 
to observe the pupils’ reactions and identify areas of improvement. Due to 
the limited time between each session, the users’ feedback was collected 
and compiled in a document to be addressed at the end of the demonstration 
period to inform the development of the next prototype. Feedback from the 
adult users (i.e., researchers and municipal staff) included written and oral 
comments on the game’s interface, gameplay, and content, while feedback 
from the pupils was collected via observations and interactions with the re-
searchers in the classroom as well as a paper questionnaire. Results from the 
questionnaire are divided into two categories: one related to the user experi-
ence and the other related to their motivation to learn by playing the game. 
A Likert-type scale was used where participants were asked to rate their ex-
periences on a range of items, with the following endpoints: from 0 (strongly 
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) for items assessing user experience (e.g., ease 
of use, enjoyment of gameplay, clarity of instructions); and from 0 (not at all 
motivated) to 4 (highly motivated), capturing participants’ enthusiasm and 
engagement with the game. In all three sessions the average values for user 
experience and motivation scored above the median. This refects a certain 
level of satisfaction from the pupils. The highest values are found in session 3, 
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which might be explained by a greater engagement of the teacher in the 
classroom who had prepared the pupils in advance and actively helped the 
researchers to supervise the session. 

Communication 

In accordance with the DSR methodology, the results were communicated to 
the extended research team and the future recipients of the artefact, as well 
as international academic audiences to receive comments and feedback to 
refne the design principles of the next prototype. 

Discussion and conclusion 

This study aimed to answer the following research question: which design 
principles underpin the development of a gamifed learning environment 
that could engage children in sustainable urban planning processes? Using 
a DSR methodology, an innovative online game prototype for children, By-
Maker, was developed to raise awareness about the importance of balancing 
social, economic, and environmental dimensions in the future development 
of their own cities. This approach revolved around three of the fve main 
focus areas of the UNESCO “ESD for 2030” roadmap: transforming learn-
ing environments, building the capacity of educators, and empowering and 
mobilising youth (UNESCO, 2020). The main contribution of our research 
lies in the application of the DSR methodology to the development of a gami-
fed learning environment to engage children in sustainable urban planning. 
Through this process, we not only created a game prototype that could ad-
dress the shortcomings identifed in participatory processes but also identifed 
key design principles to develop solutions that support children’s participa-
tion in complex sustainable urban planning processes. By engaging children 
in understanding and shaping their urban environment, they can become 
decision-makers, taking part in sustainability and environmental actions to 
build the city they want to live in. According to Roger Hart’s (1992) ladder of 
children participation, adults who engage with children have a responsibil-
ity to ensure that they are suffciently informed and understand the purpose 
of the participatory process and must provide them with the tools they need 
to express their opinions. In the context of participatory planning, this re-
sponsibility is placed on the planners, who often lack training and access 
to appropriate tools to run these processes. Serious games have emerged as 
a powerful tool for engaging younger citizens in various aspects of society, 
including urban planning and development (Angelidou & Psaltoglou, 2019). 
The following section presents design principles to guide the future develop-
ment of such serious games aimed at engaging children in sustainable urban 
planning. 
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To harness the potential of game based learning, it is important to select 
an adequate framework. In our study, the LEAGUE framework allowed us 
to systematically integrate learning goals, user engagement, and experi-
ential learning into the design process. This represents a methodological 
advancement by demonstrating how a structured game design framework 
can be applied to teach sustainability concepts in the context of participa-
tory urban planning. This aligns with ESD’s goal of transforming learning 
environments by promoting innovative and interactive tools for sustain-
ability education. 

To address the shortcomings of existing solutions, the design process 
must be iterative and provide room for comments and feedback from the 
potential users and benefciaries of the solution. ByMaker is the result of a 
dialogue with the local urban planners, researchers, and children, ensur-
ing that critical insights into the usability of the prototype were obtained 
and allowed us to test the potential of the gamifed environment to spark 
children’s interest and motivation to engage in sustainable urban planning. 
Additionally, from the technical aspect, our approach based on the use of 
existing 3D maps and pre-built scenarios enhances the capacity of educa-
tors and planners by providing them with a practical tool that can easily be 
used in the classroom and integrated into participatory planning processes 
without prior training. 

The integration of real-world 3D maps of the children’s local environment 
instead of abstracted models introduces a novel approach that is more scal-
able and relatable for children. While several simulation games use an ab-
stracted version of reality or an imaginary setting (e.g., Minecraft, SimCity), 
ByMaker relies on a realistic 3D representation of the children’s own city. 
This contributes to fostering a sense of responsibility towards their local en-
vironment and motivates them to act quickly on the mission that is given to 
them (e.g., solving the environmental crisis and making the city more sustain-
able). This shortened the gameplay session to 15 minutes, allowing us to keep 
children’s attention and engagement. Interactive elements, such as popular 
landmarks and friendly characters representing sustainability pillars, made 
the learning environment more relatable, yielding positive results in terms of 
user experience and motivation. Finally, opting for scenario-based decision-
making and real-time feedback as the main elements of the game also brings 
children closer to the reality of sustainable urban development, as a similar 
approach is used by municipalities and sustainability experts to guide their 
predictions and decisions (e.g., Agenda 2030, Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change’s report). ByMaker contributes to youth empowerment, an-
other core element of UNESCO’s ESD approach, by positioning children as 
active participants in sustainable urban planning and ensuring that they have 
suffcient knowledge to come up with suggestions to transform their local 
environment. 
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Implications for practice and policy 

Results from this study can be used to improve the inclusion of children 
in sustainable urban planning processes. A variety of stakeholders could 
beneft from adopting a similar approach to gamifcation and game de-
sign. Pre-built solutions, like ByMaker, which require no specifc train-
ing, can help municipal planners to effectively engage younger citizens 
in sustainable urban development, saving time and resources. For edu-
cators, ByMaker provides a hands-on tool to teach sustainability within 
the context of the pupils’ local environment. Incorporating this game into 
the curriculum can bridge classroom learning with real-world urban chal-
lenges, allowing children to understand the impact of their decisions on 
their communities and teach them to balance social, economic, and en-
vironmental factors. Additionally, while ByMaker offers a ready-to-use so-
lution, by following a similar collaborative and iterative design process, 
municipalities and schools that wish to create tailored solutions for their 
unique needs can co-develop or modify existing tools in partnership with 
researchers, enhancing their relevance and educational impact. Further 
research is needed to validate the results of this study in other urban and 
cultural contexts. 
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14 
A FRAMEWORK FOR ENGAGEMENT 
FROM THE NORDICS 

Tuomas Ahola, Nina Tura and Ville Ojanen 

Six key perspectives for citizen engagement 

This chapter concludes this book by presenting Framework for engage-
ment the Nordics. The framework is developed based on research reported 
in the 13 chapters included in this book as well as research carried out 
during the NordForsk-funded research project Citizens as Pilots of Smart 
Cities (2020–2024). In the following, we present six perspectives that 
synthesize many of the insights and recommendations presented in the 
individual chapters. We link these perspectives to individual chapters of 
this book and summarize the discussion of each perspective in form of 
conclusions. 

Multi-method 

Urban development involves a vast variety of citizen groups. For example, 
the development of a new children’s hospital is not only relevant for children, 
but also for their parents, and employees of the hospital such as doctors and 
nurses. Based on the evidence presented earlier (Senior et al., 2023; Toukola 
& Ahola, 2022; see also Chapters 2 and 5), it is evident that no single method 
of engagement is able to successfully incorporate the knowledge, needs and 
insights of diverse citizen groups. It is quite likely that the medical staff can 
be successfully engaged in the design process through various (carefully 
planned and facilitated) workshop sessions that focus on how they work in 
the various spaces in the building and use the various resources provided by 
it. Potentially, questionnaires may be used to collect certain information, e.g. 
needs for personal storage space and parking space. However, the actual 
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customers of the children’s hospital, that is, children requiring medical care 
now or in the future, are not likely to be willing or able to participate in 
developmental workshops. Neither are they likely to answer paper-based 
or emailed questionnaires. Instead, children might be motivated to visit two 
or three alternative patient rooms using virtual-reality goggles and point of 
things that they like or dislike. Or perhaps, children might be motivated to 
design alternative playgrounds for the hospital using a 3D modeling appli-
cation such as Minecraft (Delaney, 2022). The parents of children requiring 
medical care are a yet different matter. Depending on their age, capabilities 
in using digital technologies, or their preferences in voicing their concerns, 
their ideas and needs can be included in the design process, but not likely 
with any single involvement method. Accordingly, we draw the following 
conclusion. 

Conclusion 1: Complex urban development efforts call for the si-
multaneous use of multiple methods for involving various citizen 
groups.

Tailored

Urban development initiatives are not a homogeneous group but vary 
greatly. Examples of different kinds of initiatives could include the 
requirement for a digital cv for the unemployed (Chapter 11), a participa-
tory budgeting process (Chapter 8), or the development of a new city area 
by the waterfront (Chapter 6). Such initiatives differ considerably regard-
ing their scope, duration, cost estimate, as well as involved stakeholders. 
Accordingly, there is no – and should not be – one single way of how to 
engage citizens with the development initiative. Instead, the portfolio of 
engagement approaches should be tailored individually for each initiative. 
One key consideration is how much emphasis should be placed on each 
phase of the project life cycle, including ideation, planning, implementa-
tion and use. In general, the greatest opportunities to influence the scope 
of the initiative occur during the ideation and planning phases. However, 
the implementation and use phases can also provide valuable insights on 
how the initiative should be executed and how its use can be optimized to 
deliver greater benefits to citizens. Another key consideration is the depth 
of participation (discussed in Chapter 2). Superficial methods are typically 
more cost-effective and easier to scale for large citizen groups, but they 
rarely lead to major changes in the project scope. In contrast, methods like 
demonstration projects and certain types of workshops can facilitate a more 
valuable dialogue between citizen groups as well as citizens and municipal 
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decision-makers but come at a much greater cost. Accordingly, we draw 
the following conclusion. 

Conclusion 2: The methods for involving citizens need to be tailored 
to match the salient characteristics of each urban development effort.

Knowledge-based

Based on the chapters included in this book as well as the research carried 
out in the CaPs research project, it is evident that in the Nordics, municipal 
decision-makers who are responsible for various urban development efforts 
are highly motivated to engage citizens in the development efforts. However, 
we observed that many of the engagement methods used are rather ad-hoc 
in character (Chapter 2) and their effectiveness is highly dependent on the 
specific expertise and experience of the individual decision-maker (or team of 
decision-makers) and other resources available (Chapters 8 and 9). We found 
that oftentimes, the engagement methods do not, to a significant extent, build 
on the existing scientific body of knowledge on citizen engagement. Fre-
quently, the efforts also not build on experiences of similar development ini-
tiatives in other Nordic municipalities. While it is understandable that those 
responsible for citizen engagement often have many other responsibilities 
and can only dedicate limited time to designing engagement methods, the re-
search presented in this book suggests that the effectiveness – and particularly 
the consistency – of engagement could be significantly improved. This could 
be achieved by fostering greater sharing of experiences and practices among 
municipal decision-makers and strengthening the connection between citi-
zen engagement and academic research carried out in the field. Hence, we 
offer the following conclusion.

Conclusion 3: Forums for sharing experiences of citizen engagement 
amongst municipal decision-makers, along with shared repositories of 
such experiences, are likely to increase the effectiveness of citizen en-
gagement efforts in urban development. Connecting these efforts with 
academic research and researchers can further enhance their impact 
supporting access to latest scientific knowledge on the topic.

No one left behind

The use of digital technologies provides vast opportunities for effectively and 
efficiently engaging with citizens in urban development initiatives. After the 
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questions and measurement scales have been developed, online surveys for 
thousands of respondents may be set up in hours – if not in minutes. Three-
dimensional prototypes of buildings may be visited by citizens through virtual 
reality with no need to build expensive physical models. Location information 
may be used to accurately measure how citizens move in their urban areas to 
understand, e.g. which areas they favor or avoid. At the same time, this rapid 
wave of digitalization has given rise to new kinds of discrimination against 
specifc citizen groups. In certain countries, nontransparent computer algo-
rithms are already used in central decision-making processes, such as those 
involving welfare benefts. In addition, not all citizens have the knowledge 
and/or resources to effectively utilize various forms of digital services that are 
available. In case, the participation in urban development initiatives is pos-
sible through digital channels only; we will effectively deny groups of citizens 
the possibility for participation. This form of discrimination was discussed 
by Schmidt (2023; Chapter 11). Accordingly, when choosing participation 
methods, we need to take into account the specifc needs of disadvantaged 
citizens groups (e.g. the elderly, the unemployed) as well, even though this 
is likely to increase the costs of participation. Consequently, we offer the fol-
lowing conclusion: 

Conclusion 4: When selecting participation methods for urban devel-
opment initiatives, we must consider the needs and requirements of 
disadvantaged citizen groups.

Nordic added value

The Nordic countries are characterized by a high degree of openness in 
municipal decision-making processes. In addition, a high percentage of citi-
zens are highly educated. Collaboration between municipalities, universities 
and business actors is also very active. These characteristics provide several 
advantages for smart and sustainable urban development in comparison 
to many other parts of the world. The research reported in this book show-
cases many examples of collaboration that was successful largely due to the 
willingness of multiple individuals from municipalities, the academia and the 
business sector to come together and work on complex challenges posed by 
the focal development initiatives. For example, the development of Fjordbyen 
in Lier (Chapter 6) demonstrates how researchers supported the process of 
planning and implementing various citizen engagement methods in the de-
velopment of a high-quality urban area. The development of Junior University 
initiatives in Lappeenranta, Lahti and Imatra are examples of complex col-
laboration efforts between the city, academia and business to ensure equal 
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opportunities for all children to develop skills to be informed decision-makers 
in the future (Chapter 12). We refer to this open fuent collaboration as Nordic 
Added Value. Nordic Added Value is not a necessary precondition for suc-
cessfully engaging with citizens in development initiatives, rather it functions 
as catalyst that supports the achievement of superior outcomes. It is of para-
mount importance that policymakers acknowledge these benefts and strive 
to further strengthen them. Thus, the following conclusion: 

Conclusion 5: The Nordic context currently offers several advantages that 
facilitate effective engagement of citizens in urban development efforts.

The youth

If there is one group that is particularly central for developing our societies to 
become smarter and more sustainable, that is the youth. The children of today 
will be the decision-makers of tomorrow, and as this is the case we need to 
make sure that they receive high-quality education concerning the processes 
through which our societies are developed and also the complex trade-offs 
between the different sustainability dimensions (ecologic sustainability, social 
sustainability and economic sustainability). Too often today, citizens feel that 
they have very little possibilities for influencing urban development initiatives. 
In fact, citizens regularly feel that they are treated as passive actors, that only re-
ceive information concerning what is under development and do not have any 
realistic opportunities for shaping their outcomes. Our newspapers frequently 
discuss projects that have been put to halt due to complaints filed in the court 
of law or due to protests organized by citizens. While these are legitimate ways 
of engaging with development initiatives, they are not very constructive ways of 
doing so. If we are able to motivate citizens to become more actively involved 
in the early stages of development initiatives, we are likely to gain many insights 
regarding how their positive contributions to our society can be increased. Due 
to increased ownership by the citizens, it is likely that the need for opposing 
initiatives will consequently decrease. Examples discussed in this book such as 
the ByMaker game where schoolchildren can evaluate the sustainability im-
pacts of various competing development initiatives (Chapter 13), and the Junior 
University (Chapter 12) are very important steps towards making our youth feel 
that they are an integral part of smart and sustainable development, rather than 
just the target audience of it. Hence, the following conclusion:

Conclusion 6: The youth is the most important citizen group for devel-
oping our society in a smart and sustainable manner for the long term.
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FIGURE 14.1 A framework for engagement from the Nordics 

Source: Authors. 

Figure 14.1 combines the six perspectives discussed above into a visual 
framework for engagement from the Nordics. The purpose of the frame-
work is to support municipal decision-makers and policymakers by high-
lighting factors that, based on the research reported in this book as well 
as research carried out in the CaPs project, are of central importance in 
driving sustainable change in our society. Smart and sustainable urban 
development involves difficult and complex processes spanning several 
stakeholders. As this is the case, we do not claim that our framework 
would provide an exhaustive list of perspectives that need to be consid-
ered. What we do claim is that each of these six perspectives is central 
and needs to be incorporated in all urban development initiatives imple-
mented in the Nordics. 

Directions for future research and development 

We are still a very long away from the point in which we can call our way of 
life as sustainable. A vast amount of academic research, in particular inter-
disciplinary research spanning disciplines and actively engaging with mu-
nicipalities and businesses, is required. In urban development initiatives, 
the role of sustainability considerations needs to receive a much higher 
priority than it currently does. And we need to broaden the considerations 



 

 
 

 
 
 

 

A Framework for Engagement from the Nordics 217 

regarding sustainability to include, in addition to the rather dominant eco-
logical sustainability aspects also social as well as economic aspects. We 
simply cannot leave a part of our more disadvantages citizens behind by 
arguing that engaging with them would be prohibitively expensive or ac-
ceptable due to the need for pursuing ecologic sustainability. And given 
the current rather high rate of national debt in some Nordic countries, we 
cannot afford carry out the transition that is required in an economically 
unstainable way, postponing the payment to future generations. 

In terms of knowledge sharing, it is evident that a lot of the state-of-the-art 
knowledge that exists today and is generated tomorrow is not easily accessi-
ble to the individuals in municipalities who are responsible for driving urban 
development initiatives and engaging citizens in them. Currently, the main 
method for disseminating results of academic research is through journal ar-
ticles and conference papers. The dominance of this method is emphasized 
by the fact that the performance of academic researchers is predominantly 
evaluated by the number of papers academics they are able to publish in 
these channels, and how much other scholars cite them. The problem is that 
very few practitioners have the time to search for academic papers and read 
them. Furthermore, many of these papers are also inaccessible as they are 
locked behind paywalls. What we urgently need are faster and more effective 
ways of disseminating scientifc knowledge to practitioners. One potential 
solution here could be a network or forum that would offer a possibility for 
practitioners to meet discuss research fndings related to urban development. 
This forum could also feature an easy-to-access repository in which it would 
be possible to store research fndings in multiple formats (including, but not 
limited to, papers, presentation materials and video content). This reposi-
tory should also be openly accessible and easily navigable. Its establishment 
would not be an easy or inexpensive endeavour, but if it would be done right, 
it could dramatically support sharing of knowledge and experiences both be-
tween the academia and practitioners, and between municipalities. 

Final words 

For the editors of this book, the research work carried out for this book has 
been a long yet rewarding process. On our way we encountered several ob-
stacles and consequently needed to adjust our plans and ongoing research 
activities. In particular, the COVID pandemic signifcantly hindered our op-
portunities for carrying out empirical research. In addition, it scrapped many 
of our plans related to researcher exchange and feld visits. However, with 
the lasting support from many Nordic municipalities and NordForsk, which 
we are very grateful for, we were able to come up with novel approaches to 
research and collaboration that allowed to reach outcomes which we are a 
little bit proud of. 
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This book as a whole is a minor, yet valuable step in our shared way to-
wards the smart and sustainable cities of the future. While it is clear that 
thousands of more steps, some of which far bigger than this one, are needed 
to reach our goal, we are confdent that we will get there, eventually. 

The editors. 
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