
N-power:
a guide for neighbourhood empowerment

Author:
Stephanie Van Doosselaere, Uliège
In Collaboration With Ineke Ketelaar, Zuyd Hogeschool
2021



2

Table of Contents

A. Introduction 3

B. Empowerment 5
B.1. Theoretical background 5
B.2. Why promote empowerment as a strategy for neighbourhood  

development 5

C. Challenges 7
C.2. Be prepared to address day-to-day challenges 8

C.2.1. At the city level 8
C.2.2. At the neighbourhood level 9

D.1. Redefining roles 10
D.1.1. The role of the public actors 10

D. Keys for successful change 10
D.1.2. The role of the citizens 12
D.1.3. The role of the intermediate 13

D.2. Promote mutual understanding and trust, enhance encourage o 
wnership 15

D.3. Identify and allocate resources 15
D.3.1. Human & technical, in-kind investments 15
D.3.2. Alternative funding 16

D.4. Reduce administrative burden and enduce trust 18

E. Process 20
E.1. Setting a framework 23

E.1.1 Identify the needs 23
E,1.2 Identify the stakeholders & partnerships 24
E.1.3 Create a clear but flexible frame 26

E.2 Citizen outreach and engagement 27
E.2.1 Start by valuing citizens knowledge and skills 27
E.2.1 Engage hard-to-reach groups 29

E.3 Empowerment 31
E.3.1 Encourage initiative and ownership 31
E.3.2 Let it go… 32
E.3.3 Assure support 32
E.3.4 Create flexibility - from project-based working to  

process-based working 33
E.4 Evaluate and learn 34
E.5 Lessons learned 34

References 36



3

Introduction

This guide was developed within an Interreg EMR project called “N-power”. The main goal of the 
N-POWER action-research project is to support innovative neighbourhood renewal policies enabling 
the EMR (Euregio Meuse-Rhine) cities to reintegrate their ‘excluded’ neighbourhoods and popula-
tions in a creative, inclusive and sustainable development project. The project addresses challenges 
like reducing environmental inequalities between neighbourhoods, economic revitalisation of the 
deprived neighbourhoods through, for example, the creation of new local activities and jobs, and the 
social development of neighbourhoods.
In order to reach this goal, N-Power depends on the cooperation from all regions of the EMR, 
involving local public authorities and key actors in research and teaching. 

The neighbourhoods targeted by the N-power action research and their population are considered as 
“excluded” from the rest of the city. They often serve as a place of reception for newcomers, and are 
therefore characterized by a precarious population, a strong multi-culturality, a high turnover of 
inhabitants who are “in transit” and tend to leave the district as soon as possible, with an unattractive 
image linked to the abundance of garbage on the street, vandalism and lack of investment (dilapi-
dated buildings, low maintenance etc.). 

In these districts, a vicious circle has gradually set in where degradation of the living environment and 
impoverishment feed each other: the district is no longer sufficiently attractive and therefore a 
significant part of its population is captive in the circumstances and waiting for the chance to leave 
the neigborhood as soon as possible.

These neighbourhoods would benefit from a more integral approach for developing the spatial as 
well as the social environments in order to break the vicious circle of physical and civic disinvestment. 
More concretely, it is a question of building bridges between the more “social” policies and the more 
“spatial” policies so that they work more closely together and strengthen each other.
In order to develop these neighbourhoods, these policies should focus on strengthening the assets of 
these communities such as diversity of cultures, tacit knowledge and green spaces in which meeting 
each other is possible. All this can highly contribute to improving the quality of life at the neighbour-
hood level. 
Public spaces (green spaces in particular) therefore play a central role and are real places for living, 
meeting, exchanging and supporting the quality of life together. These common spaces contribute to 
the revitalization of vulnerable and difficult city neighbourhoods and help to improve the quality of 
life in them. However, they are still too often subject to degradation and misuse due to over-occupa-
tion, inappropriate use or lack of management and investment.

This guide was built during the N-power project thanks to the content collected during its training 
program but also on the basis of exchanges of good practices, innovative examples and exemplary 
empowerment approaches between partners. This reference tool aims to federate and organize a 
common coherence of approaches.

The choosen approach was not to define measures, ‘ready-made solutions’ of empowerment 
approaches for neighbourhood development projects. The proposed methodology of this guide 
therefore aims, on the one hand, to define the objectives of the project as the challenges encoun-
tered, on the other hand, to propose keys based on the outcomes of the training program. 

A. A. Introduction
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Henceforth, this guide will be structured as followed:
- identifying the specific challenges of the stakeholders and pilot projects concerned by this 

action-research;
- proposing keys and actions for innovative empowerment approaches for neighbourhood develop-

ment projects;
- illustrating these identified keys through examples of good practice;
- refer to existing theoretical documents in order to ensure adequacy.

The guide is intended for both operational actors (such as public actors, designers in charge of the 
development of neighbourhoods and associations specialized in participatory processes) as for the 
civil society. It aims to be a tool for dialogue between designers, operational actors and project 
owners. However, it also aims to be understandable, appropriate and mobilising for everyone. For 
example, if a residents’ committee decides to upgrade a public space in their neighbourhood.
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Empowerment

B.1. Theoretical background
The notion of empowerment, often associated to people and community development, dates back 
to the 1960-1970s when new social movements emerged in the United States, in particular the 
feminist movement which enhanced individual responsibility and self-help (Bacqué & Biewener, 2013). 
From the 1990s, the notion was progressively integrated in national and international public policies. 
For Bacqué and Biewener (2013; p.116), the notion of participatory empowerment ‘refers to the 
self-organisation of poor populations and their responsibilisation, leaving aside the question of the 
redistribution of resources and social solidarity’. Empowerment is thus seen there as a neoliberal 
alternative to traditional social welfare policies and thus as a way to reduce the cost of social aid for 
the collectivity. This of course leads to questioning public policies, their roles and those of citizens, as 
well as the relationships between public actors and citizens. However, the two approaches (tradi-
tional social assistance and empowerment) are not necessary to be opposed. Empowerment can 
provide other benefits in complement to the more traditional social policies, with foremost an accent 
on people emancipation and on giving them further power regarding the evolution of their local 
environment. The recognition of people as real subjects, having the capacity to reflect and to act, as 
well as to organize themselves as a ‘community’ is an idea which has to be emphasized as a funda-
mental difference with the more paternalistic approaches that often predominated in social action. 
As defined by Bacqué et al 2013, Empowerment articulates two dimensions, that of power, which is 
the root of the word, and that of the learning process to access it. It can refer to both a state (being 
empowered) and a process. This state and this process can be individual, collective and social or 
political at the same time - even if, depending on how the concept is used, the emphasis is placed on 
one of these dimensions or, on the contrary, on their articulation. 

B.2. Why promote empowerment as a strategy 
for neighbourhood development
Since the second half of the last century, many local urban neighbourhoods in Europe saw their 
attractiveness decline, their built environment deteriorate and their population change under 
desindustrialization and peri-urbanization (Wallace, 2001). These neighbourhoods and their popula-
tion were then often excluded from the city development dynamics and a particular need for 
supporting them was thus identified. The traditional policies that were implemented for supporting 
neighbourhood renewal revealed too slow and expensive, resulting in gaps between on-going 
developments and citizens’ actual needs (Pill & Bailey, 2012; Lowndes & Sullivan, 2008). Even if 
participatory procedures were frequently organized at the planning stage, the developments, when 
implemented, were often not co-created/co-produced with their current and future users, which 
may threaten inhabitants’ sense of belonging to their neighbourhood (Baba et al., 2017). This may 
result in vandalism and other form of uncivil behaviour, while in some contexts can fuel the gentrifi-
cation processes. These harmful effects of past neighbourhood renewal policies showed that there is 
a real need to work jointly on social development and urban renewal to bring back neighbourhoods 
on a sustainable development pathway (MacLeavy, 2009). Following this observation, renewal 
strategies based on more active citizenship were developed during the last decades. The rationale 
behind this evolution is that when involvement is achieved, it may improve attachment to the 
neighbourhood (Blanc et al., 2008). and stabilize at least a part of the population, knowing that high 
population turnover is associated to a form of disinvestment and disinvolvement that may contribute 
to neighbourhood decline (Ruelle 2016). On the contrary, empowerment acts as a leverage for 
increasing individual and community responsibilities contributing to the improvement of the quality 
of life of the neighbourhoods. However, despite good intentions, engaging inhabitants of difficult 
neighbourhoods, who are often in transit, in the renewal of their local environment remains a huge, 
even if key challenge.

B. B. Empowerment
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Empowerment can thus be promoted as a way to better integrate social and environmental, but also 
economic aspects and objectives of neighbourhood renewal. Empowerment is understood as giving 
more power to citizens in the management of their local environment, in the sense that they are 
encouraged and supported to participate to public debate and to decision-making, but also to 
develop and implement their own projects (that will have positive effects both for them and for the 
neighbourhood), as well as to better organize themselves collectively as a neighbourhood commu-
nity. Capacitation through offering citizens opportunities for learning, developing their social and 
cultural capitals, and progressively supporting a form of community development is thus central in 
the model promoted by the N-power project.

The ideal type of neighbourhood renewal policy referred to in this guide, thus incorporates the 
empowerment model in the sense that it seeks to promote active citizens and communities unlike 
the limited participatory approaches usually present in the traditional approaches. The latter are 
indeed often based on citizens’ consultation, which does not allow them to become actors of change, 
making decisions or taking concrete action (Brody et al., 2003; Healey, 1997). Empowerment strate-
gies, on the contrary, aim to give the power to the citizens to work together and improve quali-
ty-of-life in the neighbourhoods (Macleavy, 2009). Such a process may able citizens to develop their 
individual and collective learning capacities and ensure community development. This concept is thus 
also understood here as helping (deprived) communities become more organized and allow the 
excluded to gain access to the benefits of society as job opportunities, social integration etc (Middle-
ton et al., (2005). 



Challenges

C.1. Start a governance transition
Empowering people and communities is a process that takes time and which also constitutes a 
governance transition. Revising public governance methods, like any social innovation, is indeed not 
always self-evident. It implies important changes in the postures and practices of all actors involved. 
On the one hand, some citizens, accustomed to positioning themselves as “clients” of the public 
authorities, are not necessarily inclined to redefine themselves as actors in the city. On the other 
hand, for some public decision-makers, after decades of rather “interventionist” public policy, it is a 
matter of listening more to citizens articulating their need, of trusting them, of accepting that they 
are no longer the only actors in charge and redefining themselves as facilitators and guarantors of 
the general interest

According to various observers, such a transition process is ongoing on the level of both the city and 
the citizens. Even if councilors and city officers often feel more familiar and comfortable in regarding 
the public as ‘customers’, rather than ‘active citizens (Orr & McAteer, 2004; Slocum 2004 in Andrews, 
et al., 2008), the last two decades have witnessed a significant turn towards community participation 
in public policy. In Europe, research has demonstrated that local authorities have made changes to 
enhance the ability to support citizenship (R. Andrews et al., 2008). In the field of urban development, 
more attention and focus on citizen participation as an instrument to solve urban problems is a 
growing trend in many Western Cities. However, this is more advanced and anchored in some cities 
than in others like the Northern part of Europe.

Empowerment is promoted to enhance involvement, commitment and ownership of neighbourhoods 
by the inhabitants in order to build stronger communities. To achieve this form of empowerment, it 
requires even more political will to Give up the paradigm of rules and control in order to let citizens 
form a self-organized community. It is mainly explained by the complete mindshift and political will 
to consider inhabitants as partners in the project and not as clients of the city. Therefore, compe-
tences of the city officers are not to be neglected because in this new model they should somehow 
abandon their ‘expert role’ in favour of a facilitating role.

C. C. Challenges

© Nurture development
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‘Neighbourhood renewal is viewed by community organizers as a long-term investment process that 
may not produce measurable economic results for several years or more but may produce social 
benefits in the short term through the development of community skills’ (Baba et al. 2017). The 
objective is thus to progressively complete the more traditional social policies with strategies aiming 
at personal empowerment and community empowerment.

C.2. Be prepared to address day-to-day 
challenges
Change described as above, is not likely to happen by forcing it. There will be all sorts of challenges 
for which we need to be prepared. Persistent problems in neighbourhoods were identified by the 
public officers during the training program regarding their daily work. These are linked to the context 
of the concerned neighbourhood, the situation of the inhabitants, but also the organization and 
positioning within local authorities. However, it is important to note that these issues have been 
identified by actors involved in the N-power project: public officers and related, intermediary actors… 
who all seem to have a different view on the causes of the problems and on the responsibilities to 
solve them. 

The problems identified were classified into two categories: at the city level & at the neighbourhood 
level, and each problem was linked to a possible recommendation

C.2.1. At the city level
- A paternalistic culture is still very strong in some cities (especially among politicians)

	Change habits and perception of the public actor’s role: doing “with” citizens rather than “for” 
citizens (see examples in section D.1.1)

-  Lack of knowledge of the field and its difficulties by the local superiors/decision-makers, which can 
lead to the implementation of irrelevant and ineffective actions (imposed on the public officers).

-  Uncomfortable position of field actors: social workers and public officers who are on the front line 
with citizens are often the ones to deliver to deliver bad news (delays, lack of budget, etc.)

-  Slowness of democratic and administrative procedures for municipalities, resulting in difficulties in 
keeping citizens motivated over the duration of the project and beyond.

	Profound knowledge of neighbourhoods, cultures and social challenges, will be of great benefit 
in the process of decision making / improve slow democratic and administrative procedures in 
municipalities.

- Difficulty in matching the (often different) objectives of everyone: different municipal services, 
ASBLs, invested citizens, etc.

	A common and clear framework has to be set by the concerned actors in order to fix mutual 
objectives between these actors and avoid misunderstandings and unachievable promises.

- Fatigue or discouragement of certain public officers because of negative experiences in terms of 
citizen participation (which ended up with projects that were quickly vandalized, for example).

- Lack of stability: high turnover of educators/social workers which does not favour the building of 
trusting relationships with the inhabitants.

- Lack of recognition by superiors / local decision-makers of the work done by the actors on field 
and by the involved citizens.

	Assure recognition by superiors / decision-makers for the work done by public officers in order 
to maintain their commitment and stability on the longer term: public officials may feel fatigue 
or discouragement due to negative experiences in citizen participation which results in a high 
turn-over and does not foster a trusting relationship with citizens.

- Lack of human and financial resources to support this type of process.



9

	Increase resources within the administration to support this type of processes and assure that 
basic daily problems are solved in order to focus on the essentials (conflicts, errors, technical 
difficulties…)

C.2.2. At the neighbourhood level
- Wait-and-see” attitude: many citizens still position themselves as “clients” of the public authorities
- Fear of taking responsibility: for example, the responsibility of representing a target group.
	Engage citizens and maintain this engagement on the longer term by encouraging and allowing 

them to taken action and responsibility.
- Fatigue, discouragement, even resentment related to negative experiences 
	Set realistic goals for the short term and attractive perspectives for the long term. Milestones 

have to be formulated.
- Language barriers, symbolic barriers, etc. public officers sometimes have forms of communication 

which are not in line with the citizen’s language and are therefore difficult to approach.
- Difficulties related to the culture of some citizens: e.g. women who do not wish to participate in 

meetings where men are also present
	Enhance intercultural communication skills.

- Difficulties in attracting some citizens to formal meetings, organized within the framework of 
official consultation procedures, for example, or commissions or support committees.
	To co-construct a project with a particular population group (e.g., more vulnerable population 

groups), an effort must be made to understand and adapt to them.
	Involving as many people as possible in the participatory processes will assure a total repre-

sentativity of the whole population and that the decisions taken in the end have a certain 
legitimacy. 
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Keys for successful 
change

D.1. Redefining roles
The different levels of participation defined do not take precedence over each other, the importance 
is to define the level of participation upstream and to inform the participants about it. Communica-
tion in the participation process has to be clear: what is the object, the goal and what will be done 
with input of everyone involved? An often neglected but equally important step is to set that clear 
frame and take time to settle the roles of all involved actors: who is doing what, how is the collabora-
tion envisaged, who is responsible for what…?

In order to influence empowerment and inclusion, on one hand professionals (like social workers, 
public officers, architects,…) will need close interaction with citizens in order to facilitate the process. 
The professional can become a functioning role model with respect for the citizens’ competence. On 
the other hand, the citizens who want to be part of this change, are challenged to be open and learn 
how the local politics have to function.

D.1.1. The role of the public actors
Public authorities and local actors have to extend their choice of methods and their processes 
because it’s a fundamental right of the citizens (Roger Hart) to be part of new ways of thinking and 
acting. Political parties are opening themselves up to new ways of local democracy in order to make 
cooperation for sustainable urban development possible. The complexity of sustainable development 
today, down to the neighbourhood level, can only be tackled through partnerships. Some of the 
leads/keys inevitably lead to a redefinition of the role of public authorities: 
A. Be “open” and attentive: citizens cannot be expected to participate in the reflection on the 

development of a park if the urgent problems they express elsewhere are not addressed (reflec-
tion on the park must not be disconnected from reflection on the rest of the neighbourhood…). 

B. Assure a constant alignment between “what’s expected from the administration” and “what can 
be transferred to the citizens” and combining both systems by identifying a clear frame in which 
citizens can “dance”. But it always must be tailormade. 

C. Think about participation beyond decision-making (moving towards true co-production under-
stood here as the production of a project, programme, etc. jointly with another or others): involve 
all stakeholders (citizens, associative actors…) at every stage of the project process, i.e. not only 
during design and decision-making, but also during implementation and long-term maintenance. 
Communication over and in this changing process is key for success. 

D. Recognise that the objective is (also) citizen empowerment: beyond short-term participation (e.g. 
in the development of a park), the objective to support deprived neighbourhoods must be to 
support entrepreneurship (in the broad sense), the emergence and strengthening of local initia-
tives, their networking and articulation in order to achieve a more relevant and sustainable 
neighbourhood dynamic. 

E. No longer do “for” but “with” citizens: do not hesitate to entrust them with certain tasks, to let 
them organize themselves, to make mistakes… (assume the experimental and “learning” nature of 
the empowerment process) and accompany / facilitate things rather than do them for them (it is 
also a form of respect towards citizens that recognizes their skills and a capacity for learning). 

F. Step back while providing a framework: local authorities must take the role of liaison officer and 
facilitator, in order to give citizens freedom of action and organization, without this becoming a 
pretext to not take responsibility and let everything and anything happen. 

D. D. Keys for succes-
sful change

Brooker
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That being said, the position of public authorities must gradually evolve, also according to the 
“maturity” of citizens and associative actors in terms of participation. In the most vulnerable neigh-
bourhoods, citizens are not necessarily willing to participate in the dynamics of their neighbourhood. 
It is something that must often be encouraged, little by little, with great patience and perseverance. 
Moreover, there is no miracle recipe that can be applied everywhere and in all cases. Each method 
must be adapted to the context and its specificities, and transposed. 

The future of the government in community building, is that they will no longer have a clear central 
role, they will be a complement in the network. Ideally, it’s no longer about bottom-up or top-down, 
but “from all sides” as long as everyone finds his/her place in the network. As defined, politics has to 
be the emanation of the citizens. Therefore, when searching for the common interest, as local 
authority, it is necessary to have a threefold role:
- Support (financial, physical or…)
- Facilitate
- Protect 

This, in order to regain trust from the citizens towards the local authorities and the other way 
around. 

© City of Heerlen

For the project Gebrookerbos
(https://welkomingebrookerbos.nl) 

New roles were created within the municipality to support the citizens initia-
tives: a project manager (establishes a relationship between the micro initiatives 
and the macro projects in the area), account managers (contact persons for 
guiding citizens within the LA apparatus), an engagement marketer (ensure the 
visibility of all projects and binds people to emphasize their knowledge), an 
independent ‘brooker’ (to work on improving communication and connecting 
initiatives, residents, city officers and other parties in order to build up the 
communities which are seen as necessary to the renewal of the area). 

Brooker

Engagement Engagement Engagement

Exposure

Accountmanager

https://welkomingebrookerbos.nl), new roles were created 
https://welkomingebrookerbos.nl), new roles were created 
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https://welkomingebrookerbos.nl), new roles were created 
https://welkomingebrookerbos.nl), new roles were created 
https://welkomingebrookerbos.nl), new roles were created 
https://welkomingebrookerbos.nl), new roles were created 
https://welkomingebrookerbos.nl), new roles were created 
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D.1.2. The role of the citizens
Direct action on the environment is a trend that is appropriated in a very variable way depending on 
the context (Stapper et al., 2020). In some neighbourhoods, the demand of citizens willing to be 
actors of its development, is more latent and would need to be revealed. Indeed, citizens can adopt 
different attitude with regard to their living environment: “indifferent”, “client” or “actor”. 
- The first profile show traits of little interest in the evolution of its neighbourhood, either because 

he’s in transit or because it has other priorities. 
- The second show interest in his or her neighbourhood but mobilizes the public authorities, which 

he or she considers responsible for managing his or her living environment, and relies exclusively 
on them to make it evolve in the desired direction. 

- The third profile show interest in actively participating in the improvement of his or her living 
environment, and is therefore ready to get personally involved and get involved to make things 
happen. This is a very different form of “CLASSIC participation” usually offered to citizens in the 
official procedures of Urban development. 

The change of attitude is not made in a split second and takes time to develop. Through projects, the 
aim is to gradually make citizens evolve towards the third profile. This, in order to make citizens 
committed to their immediate living environment and contribute their talents and time because they 
experience the shaping of their immediate environment as positive and can experience themselves as 
actors for a higher quality of life within their own abilities and interests.

Local authority

SocietySociety Society & local authority 

Local authority

© Rode Wouw, Joop hoffman
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D.1.3. The role of the intermediate
The role of an intermediate person is becoming increasingly important in neighbourhood support 
approaches based on empowerment. Indeed, in order to influence these co-production results, 
empowerment and inclusion, professionals will need close interaction with citizens. These profes-
sionals are employees in the public and/or non-profit sector with specific skills and values to make 
the link between citizens and public authorities, to coach citizen initiatives but also to be able to help 
citizens turn to a competent person within the administration. This third party, an intermediary 
operator, may be interesting as it will inspire less distrust among inhabitants than public officials. It is 
therefore to be considered how to realize such a role and function is the process of empowerment: 
who will take on this role and how they are presented to the public. 

We observe that there are several appearances for this person:
- either he is part of the administration (cfr “neighbourhood managers” or “social workers”) at the 

risk of possibly not being detached enough from political values.
- or he/she is hired for a specific project, with the risk of not being able to perpetuate the methodol-

ogy and having to reinvent the wheel for each project.
- or he/she is part of an external organization in order to ensure a “neutral” role with respect to the 

project while having a long-term involvement (cfr “opbouwwerkers” or “social workers”).
- It is also possible that a group of citizens who are already involved take on this role in order to 

make the link between the project and the citizens, but once again the question of the sustainabil-
ity of the role arises. 

In the pilot project « I write in the city » of Liège, citizens became 
actors in increasing the readability of the neighbourhood by being the 
face of the new signage. A photo experiment was organized with the 
collectif “OST” where inhabitants of the neighbourhood could gather, 
meet and drink coffee while telling their story during a photo session. 

The photos were then 
used as boards in the 
whole neighbourhood 
to indicate important 
spots but also to reveal 
the history of the 
inhabitants and 
neighbourhood.

© Collectif OST, city of Liège
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Once identified, 4 roles have been formulated for these types of professionals which can influence the 
process and its outcomes: the leader, the friend, the representative and the mediator (Vanleen, D., 
Voets, J., Verschuere B. 2019):

- The leader who coaches the process and can become a functioning role model for their co-produc-
ers enhancing the citizens’ competence by teaching them or providing the correct knowledge and 
resource;

- The friend that actively lowers the distance (or threshold) between him and citizens, both 
physically and communicatively. This trusted professional can encourage the citizens to work 
towards a shared vision, thereby creating a community within the project. The citizens have 
someone to turn to with their worries and issues, a motivator who encourages them to do more 
than they believe themselves to be capable of. However, the risk is that the professional becomes 
too close and forgets the project’s greater mission. 

- The representative that political and moral stands in support of the people. Concurrently, they are 
still employees by a governmental or non-profit organisation and need to also represent those 
interests and targets. This role requires, in itself, a conscious balancing by the professional as they 
represent dual interests and can thus become either too involved in citizens’ plights or too 
detached from their core group.

- The mediator, that can positively influence the co-production process as they help set group 
norms and strengthen group cohesion by reducing potential tensions between participants. 
Moreover, as citizens start to compare their efforts with that of neighbours, the presence of a 
mediator who is skilled in negotiating and problem-solving, can help explain certain situations and 
connect neighbours. However, professionals who attach too much meaning to their role of 
mediator, can also negatively influence the co-producers’ internal efficacy, as that could suggest 
the citizens’ inability to resolve issues themselves. It is thus important in this role is that they also 
encourage positive interaction between co-producers while still staying in the background.

© City of Seraing

In Seraing, local social organizations 
are crucial intermediate actors to 
reach out to citizens. Indeed, the 
association network being very dense, 
they are the link between public 
officers and citizens as they know the 
neighbourhood and inhabitants trust 
them. 
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D.2. Promote mutual understanding and trust, 
enhance encourage ownership
Like explained above, a complete shift of mindset and political will is needed to consider inhabitants 
as partners in the project and not as clients of the City. Values and vision on the roles and relationship 
between public actors and citizens is thus crucial to recognize (community) empowerment as an 
opportunity and thus as a political objective. Therefore, power has to be transferred on to neighbour-
hood communities. This is not always self-evident. In some cities the paradigm (no culture !) of 
control is still revealing. 
To make the change, it’s important to trust and rely on the citizens’ will and capacities, and recognise 
them as real partners in the projects. Therefore, promoting empathy and understanding each other 
expectations: citizens’ motivation(s), target groups’ interest(s), public actors’ objectives, etc. is a 
win-win situation and will probably reduce frustrations! The role of intermediate in such process is 
even more important as they are (or have to be) trained to “translate” discourses (e.g. from citizens to 
politicians, or from technicians to citizens…). Furthermore, this “new” relationship between citizens 
and public actors should also encourage citizens and (social) organizations to engage in time, so to 
actively participate as a project owner / leader, and not just as a source of information or a user.

D.3. Identify and allocate resources
Providing realistic human, financial and technical resources in relation to the objective in question 
seems to be an essential prerequisite. While the investment costs associated with empowerment 
approaches and urban planning are often limited (compared to large projects resulting from tradi-
tional urban planning approaches), they are not zero. In addition, the supervision of these procedures 
generally requires significant human resources within different departments. 

D.3.1. Human & technical, in-kind investments
Empowerment strategies require time and energy, active citizens participation requires another way 
of working for public actors. Empowerment processes have to be linked to social policies and will 
NOT contribute in saving money by transferring the realization of some projects to the citizen. On 
the contrary, the two approaches (traditional social assistance and empowerment) are not to be 
opposed. Empowerment can provide other benefits in complement to traditional social policies, with 
the accent on people emancipation. The recognition of neighbourhood inhabitants as human beings 
with a heart, head and hands (steven covy habits, 2004), having the capacity to reflect and to act, as 
well as to organize themselves as a ‘community’ and giving them further control regarding the 
development of their local environment is a long-term work that needs all the right resources to 
achieve this goal. 

In general a lack of human resources and recognition within the local authorities is pointed, as well as 
a lack of flexibility on the part of their hierarchy, which constitutes a real obstacle to collaboration 
between the various municipal departments.

 Political and administrative leaders seems to be too organized to defend their own competencies and 
their position in the institutional hierarchy (positioning themselves as “obligatory points of passage”). 
This situation generates a lack of transversality and slowness in procedures, but also misunderstanding 
on the part of field actors and even conflicts. This affects not only the efficiency of the processes and 
the results of the projects, but also the agents themselves, who become demotivated. 

Beyond these human resources it is also very important to provide the needed equipment, materials, 
spaces, rooms,… and technical and all sorts of in-kind resources in order to avoid wasting time in 
finding them and be able to concentrate on the most important: the process. 
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D.3.2. Alternative funding
We distinguish community development projects that are funded by the government aiming a real 
co-production process and projects which are citizen’s initiatives that have, initially, no public 
financial support but manage to fund their project by applying for funds, creating cooperation’s or 
foundations.

That being stated, in view of the recurrent lack of resources to carry out projects with the inhabit-
ants, it may be interesting to think about alternative financing methods: calls for projects, sponsor-
ship, cooperatives, volunteering, crowdfunding… 
In addition, some citizen projects can gain financial autonomy by alternating activities that cost 
money with those that bring in money. 

• How can initiatives fund themselves?
• How can authorities financially stimulate initiatives?

One challenge the city governments are facing, is the growing expectations expectations of citizens 
with regard to participation in civic affairs and public decision-making. Many public authorities are 
still operating using the same approaches and structures that have been in place for decades, and 
citizens are no longer satisfied with the rigid and complex engagement mechanisms available to 
them. Furthermore, reductions in public spending have created a funding gap within the local public 
sector, community and voluntary organizations, leading these groups to innovate to do at least the 
same for less resources. 

Civic crowdfunding, for example, is an innovative and rapidly growing way that combines crowd-
sourcing and microfinancing approaches to identify and fund local-area-improvement projects. It has 
the potential to address the challenges described above. 

Why is it being adopted by local authorities? 

Civic crowdfunding is still in the early stages of development and the market is growing rapidly. The 
approach is increasingly being adopted by local authorities due to the numerous economic and social 
benefits it can deliver (Griffiths A., et al. 2017).

© City of Genk 
(https://burgerbudgetgenk.be)

The city of Genk started a new process called “burger-
budget” where the central idea is that citizens can submit 
proposals for their neighbourhood, district or city and later 
realize these projects themselves. A Citizen’s Budget 
amounts can be a minimum of 5,000 euros and a maximum 
of 100,000 euros.

https://burgerbudgetgenk.be
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These benefits include: 

• The ability to leverage additional funds towards local-area-improvement projects. 
• A new approach to citizen engagement and involvement. 
• The ability to make smarter investment decisions. 
• The ability to increase innovation and experimentation while reducing risk and cost of failure. 
•  Improved community cohesion and resilience 

While it is often the financial benefits that initially entice authorities to adopt civic crowdfunding, as 
involvement progresses, finally the social benefits outweigh any financial gains. In particular, the new 
approach to citizen engagement and participation enabled by civic crowdfunding becomes very 
valuable to authorities. Citizens have been expressing a desire to have a more participatory role in 
government decision-making, particularly in the planning and budget allocation processes. Civic 
crowdfunding enables a more proactive approach to citizen engagement and participation, providing 
an opportunity for citizens to propose, contribute to and participate in projects that reflect their own 
values and areas of interest. Civic crowdfunding essentially facilitates a marketplace-led model, 
where citizen demands and institutional supply can meet more effectively. 

There’s need for citizen participation and it also requires a lot of energy from the local authorities 
AND from the citizens, so there’s a need for funding to help supporting the initiatives.

However, knowing that citizens within fragile neighbourhoods are disadvantaged, can we ask them 
for money to finance a development in their neighbourhood? A combination of different methods 
(crowdfunding + volunteering + sponsoring + matchfunding…) should be a more suitable approach in 
these neighbourhoods. We could hope that starting a fundraising campaign by the local authorities 
themselves for a project in deprived neighbourhoods, inhabitants from other quarters could contrib-
ute because they feel concerned, they care. Combining this with other funding methods such as 
volunteer work or sponsoring may be a more suitable solution.

Although inequality in deprived areas is a fact, empowerment can be reached to deal with the daily 
challenges of making a living in these areas. Being aware of this should bring the local authorities to 
support these neighbourhoods even more, to put extra effort on them. When approaches are 
conscious, in relation with the context, the work is done at the level of the concerned group and 
that’s what matter most.

© City of Verviers 

A large multi-sports area was 
co-financed by M’Popu, a football 
player from the Standard Liège. This 
area was identified as an important 
need for the youth of the Pré-javais 
neighbourhood for a long time and 
would not have been possible without 
this contribution M’Popu former 
inhabitant of this neighbourhood. He 
also created a soccer academy for the 
youngsters of the neighbourhood 
where he learned to play.
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More info to be found in the other study made within the N-power project about alternative 
fundings. This study can be found on the project’s website: www.n-powerinterreg.eu 

 

D.4. Reduce administrative burden and 
enduce trust
Democracy requires openness and responsibility for and from all parties. However, in practice, 
technologies of accountability have led to high levels of bureaucracy. While local authorities are 
happy to witness some citizens’ engagement, too much accountability is needed and it decreases the 
motivations for citizens initiatives.

How can formal institutions improve the relationship with citizens and how do they deal with the 
necessary public accountability? 
	By assuring some transparency. Even if, as a municipality, you are obliged to account for legal basis.
	By appointing only one contact person.
	By developing a proper dialogue with the citizens, not just ask them to fill out forms.
	By releasing control and delegate more.
	By trusting the citizens. There’s no intentional distrust but local policies tend to have more 

trust in professionals, even if they deal with much higher budgets. In reality citizens show real 
care for the public money, and are afraid of doing things the wrong way. 

How to deal with institutional logics versus everyday practices?
• When needed, by dodging the rules because they don’t make sense (anymore).
• By adjusting the rules: most of the rules come from distrust because some people/companies 

abused the system but then people who behave well are punished.
• By delaying the “risk control reflex”. Indeed, authorities (or companies…) often act from the 

perspective of risk management and have become more strict in order to protect themselves from 
any future accident. But there always be the chance of “bad luck”.

• By adapting public institutions to everyday life and not the opposite. The proliferation of regula-
tions, norms, inspection procedures, selection criteria, etc. (“protocols”) often lead to ridiculous 
and laughable situations from the citizens’ point of view.

Moreover, a marked imbalance is induced by the phenomenon of “diploma democracy” (Bovens, M. 
Wille, A. 2017). Indeed, setting up citizens’ initiatives often requires a lot of skills such as fiscal, 
economic, legal skills to understand how to obtain all the needed authorizations. This creates 
significant inequality between communities and leaves fewer opportunities for less educated or less 
well-supported people. 
Formal accountability cultures require much time and energy of citizens and less time is left for the 
primary goal, ‘making a project, a community’. Therefore, enabling citizens participation requires 
redesigning cultures of accountability. There’s a need in:

© City of Aachen 

In Aachen, an “aktiontag” was organized aiming at bringing 
people, social facilities and SMEs together that are from the 
quarter Aachen North and make them do good things on a 
voluntary base at social facilities without any financial compen-
sation. This project was very successful and immediately all 
attending parties requested continuation. 

http://www.n-powerinterreg.eu
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• Creating a new balance between trust and accountability in relationships between citizens and 
public institutions. 

• Creating new formats, procedures and technologies of accountability and engage citizens in 
designing these new formats. 

• Adapting the public institutions and accountability procedures by formulating them in under-
standable language for everyone instead of serving primarily the needs of governments. 

• Enabling and stimulating citizens initiatives to invest in improving their community and to relate 
to diverse fellow residents instead of investing time and energy in bureaucracy.

Therefore, there’s a need in better understanding the hurdles of citizens initiatives, the meaning of 
(urban) communities and dealing with differences in communities, the scientification and technocra-
tizisation of democracy (diploma democracy) in order to experiment with new formats of accounta-
bility pushing public institutions to ‘’look through citizens’ glasses’’ instead of ‘’looking through the 
sole lens of the State’’ (Klasien Horstman).

The most difficult part is to enhance trust. It’s the dilemma of democracy: how to deal with account-
ability and fear of losing control? It’s about taking high or low risks but the whole education system is 
rule based so it can be difficult to operate differently. Of course, it’s still important to establish some 
rules, because they give us a frame but this frame has to be flexible so that some freedom is possible 
inside that frame. 

Because liability belongs to the domain of civil and criminal law and not to the domain of public law, 
no innovative municipal approach to citizens’ initiatives is engaged, but it should be! Local authorities 
should release more by making specific choices within this legal frame but then it comes to the 
goodwill of each municipalities: how will they manage the risks, will they opt for a tolerant or 
defensive strategy? Or maybe another perspective has to be taken into account. 
The majority of citizen initiatives are not risky because they’re small scaled, at street and neighbour-
hood level and often with the municipality as land or building owner. Therefore it should be easy to 
be more tolerant, make simpler contracts, fewer prescriptions for permits. 

© Jos Reinders

In Heerlen, a fund was created “Gebrookerbos fonds” in June 2018 where citizens can apply for a 
support from this fund, up to 10 000 Euro. Citizens do not have to submit a financial report to 
prove how they used the money. Only a report containing pictures or a film are needed to show 
what they have realized. This accountability was not easily accepted by the municipality because 
of the lack of trust towards the citizens but also because of changing their way of working. It was 
accepted thanks to the other partners (who proved that it would be a gain of time not to have 
complicated accountability and that it would give them more time to support the initiatives. At 
first, citizens’ initiatives couldn’t apply neither for food and drinks nor for maintenance of the 
spaces. But because of a persisting demand, the municipality now considers changing these rules: 
it’s not on the authorities to decide what’s needed by the citizens. 
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Process

 Model for managing Complex Change

Vision Skills Incentives Recources Action Plan = Success

Vision Skills Incentives Recources Missing = False starts

Vision Skills Incentives Missing Action Plan = Frustration

Vision Skills Missing Recources Action Plan = Resistance

Vision Missing Incentives Recources Action Plan = Anxiety

Missing Skills Incentives Recources Action Plan = Confusion

 
 
 Adapted from Knoster, T. (1991) Presentation in TASH Conference, Washington D.C. Adapted from Enterprise Group, Ltd.

The process is as important as the results. Indeed, for example, in the case of masterplanning, some 
projects are implemented years after they were initially identified, so that they are no longer 
necessarily relevant in light of the evolution of the neighbourhood and the needs of the local 
population. At the contrary, participative processes are never ending stories. Unlikely development 
projects that have a clear frame based on the project cycle, participative processes are long lasting 
stories, that may contain several lasting stories, which may contain several projects themselves. Each 
story, project, process is unique and irreproducible.

In case of the N-power projects, they all seem to be based on a few key principles: The approach is 
based on a few key principles: 

• Low-cost and fast actions: in a context of tightening budgets, the idea is to produce short-term 
effects with little money so quick wins can be realized (idea of resourcefulness, not waiting for 
money to fall from the sky to act); 

• The search for a maximum effect for a minimal risk: importance given to the cost- benefit ratio 
(doing “better” with “less”, and therefore if we are wrong, it is less costly); 

• A progressive approach: multiply small actions, to inspire and build little by little the change which 
is aimed for; 

• Experimentation: creativity and the search for original ideas to solve recurring urban problems are 
at the heart of the approach; people know their neighbourhoods and the possibilities better than 
the authorities;

• Short-term commitments and realistic ambitions: the idea is to avoid “promising the moon” and 
to be clear about what can reasonably be offered; 

E. E. Process
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• The search for sustainable effects: even if the actions carried out are inexpensive, limited in time 
and space, the approach aims at long-term effects and hopes to “contaminate” other places 
(search for a “leverage effect” rather than a massive and widespread intervention); 

• The search for positive social and societal effects: empowerment is at the heart of the approach 
and in particular, the development of social capital within civil society as well as the strengthening 
of the organizational capacity of public and private institutions. 

Unlike traditional approaches to urban planning, which consist in the progressive implementation of 
predefined “plans” (schemes, “neighbourhood projects”, “masterplan”…), citizen urban planning does 
not have a known purpose at the beginning of the project (the path is traced by walking…). The 
project evolves with the initiatives and it is the multiplication of these that makes it richer. Moreover, 
in this approach, the process becomes as important as the results, for two reasons. First, it promotes 
its relevance. Indeed, in the context of citizen urban planning each project is co-constructed on the 
basis of a rapid collective analysis of the “here and now” situation and the positive/negative effects of 
the projects previously implemented. This does not mean that it should not seek a form of coherence 
at the neighbourhood level. But it is a question of “making a project” based on a set of local initiatives 
rather than designing a “total work” from scratch. The second reason why, in the context of citizen 
urban planning, is that the process is as important, if not more important, than the physical results. It 
produces positive social effects (creation of new links, development of technical and social skills 
among the citizens involved, strengthening their capacity for collective organization, sense of 
initiative, changing values, increased sensitivity to the collective interest, etc.). These social effects 
are also sought, and it is in this way that the “citizen” urban planning approach joins forces and builds 
bridges towards public policies with a more “social” purpose. 

© Louisa Kara, City of Verviers 

The citizens on the neighbourhood Pré-javais needed to make their neighbour-
hood more colorful, lively and visibly more pleasant. Therefore, in association with 
a homework school, three summer camps (stages) were organized to paint 
benches and trashcans on a small square, decorate poles in a street, and integrate 
some mosaic on the outside walls.
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However, not everything is simple in terms of implementing this approach, which, although promis-
ing, faces some resistance and difficulties, because it goes against the roles traditionally assigned to 
citizens on the one hand and to public actors on the other, and is often “outside the framework” of 
existing standards and procedures within public institutions. 

It should be noted, however, that some action mechanisms help to overcome these difficulties by 
creating a framework that meets both citizen demands and “communal” constraints: 

• Calls for projects, for example for green public spaces; 
• “Open” construction sites allowing, for example, pupils from nearby schools to participate in small 

development projects;
• Creative workshops aimed at creating street furniture or artistic installations; 
• Carrying out small repairs in the district by pre-qualifying training courses organized by 

 certain actors; 

It must be kept in mind that a methodology cannot be transposed as such. Each process is different 
and must be adapted to the context in which it is set: the issues, the obstacles and the objectives. The 
aim here is to see the project as an impulse for change. This, at the level of the administration by 
creating new roles, by changing their way of working, but also at the level of the citizens who 
become the actors of change.

Therefore it is not all about the solution but about the contribution made to social problems. Many 
initiatives started from the community out (with a fun approach) and it induced the ‘snowball effect’. 
In order to see and use these initiatives the community workers are key in this process because they 
are the eyes and the ears in the communities. It’s about to “extend your antennas” and try to connect 
with all initiatives, even the smallest ones. 
The path towards real co-production is still long (a process of 10 years according to Joop Hoffman), 
but reflecting on it shows that the process of change already started. It is not about the result or 
even the right method but about the process: to progress one step at a time…

© City of Seraing

In Seraing, a call for project was 
organized in order to give to possibil-
ity to citizens to be actors in the 
development of their neighbourhood. 
Through these citizen projects an 
attempt was to respond to the issues 
identified in the Center and Mor-
champs neighbourhoods; developing 
social cohesion, beautifying and 
securing the city or improving the 
quality of life. These projects were 
carried out by citizens for citizens and 
took the form of activities, projects 
and/or investments. To do this, 
support was assured by the adminis-
tration to help candidates to go from 
the idea to project. 



23

E.1. Setting a framework
E.1.1 Identify the needs
How do you start with a participatory process? In short: identify an ideal situation, define what can 
be realized in practice, define the main issues and look for possible allies within the administration. 
Is the local government ready to get into a possible conflict in order to change the system? If not, 
don’t start with it! When we talk about a new relationship between citizens and local government, 
the problem is that it has to start with a formal political decision. The citizens are waiting for the 
municipalities to take this first step!

Understanding the motivations of the citizens who get involved is essential to be able to activate the 
right levers to mobilize them. 
They can be quite personal and even real altruistic: 
• Search for independence (willingness to improve one’s training, to build a network of contacts, to 

emancipate oneself, or even to develop one’s economic activity) 
• Seeking social contacts (participation in activities as a pretext to meet, to create links with other 

people in the neighbourhood) 
• Need for recognition (desire to be involved in local dynamics and to be recognized by others for it) 
• Search for some good tips and tricks in various and varied fields (cooking, gardening, renovation etc.) 
• Willingness to improve the neighbourhood, the environment, etc. 
• Willingness to help others 

Quite often, citizens’ engagement is explained by a mix of motivations. Some citizens have no societal 
or altruistic motivation to begin with. It is therefore better to play on their more personal motiva-
tions, knowing that their involvement in a dynamic that can benefit the neighbourhood and is also an 
opportunity to gradually raise concerns that are more in the common interest. 

To avoid participatory fatigue or even deep resentment, a problem mentioned repeatedly by the 
participants of the N-power projects, whether on the part of citizens or on the part of communal 
agents, different points of attention are identified: 

From the perspective of the citizens:
• Do not organize participation if you know that you will not have the means to follow it through. 

As mentioned above, be realistic in communicating the terms and budget. 
• Informing citizens that they are welcome to participate and that decision-makers are genuinely 

interested in their opinions. This is something that should be regularly recalled, especially if citizens 
have been disappointed by past  experiences. 

© Benjmain Fleig, city of Eupen

During the creation of an action plan with a social 
designers a missing identity of the Bergviertel was “diagnosed”, which must always precede social 
cohesion. Therefore, differents actions were organied to give the neigbourhood “face” or “many 
faces” in the truest sense of the word. The branding of the word / figurative mark “Bergdrittel  
- a third is more than a quarter” was worked on in order to initiate a feeling of belonging (with 
stickers, postcards, tattoos, etc. - distributed in all letter boxes in the district). Also, a photo shoot 
in the neighbourhood was followed by 30 people. This resulted in the “Bergköpfe” project, which 
resulted in portraits and interviews of various people living in the district.
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• Show gratitude to the citizens who are involved. 
• Enhance and publicize their work, in particular by ensuring that a record of the dynamics is kept and 

communicated (for example through a film, a photo report, testimonies, a Facebook page, etc.) 
• Encourage them with “rewards” (offer a coffee, organize a meal or a party, provide them with 

budgets, materials or equipment…) 
• Learn to maintain citizens’ motivation through a staggering of achievements: quick wins (even a 

small one), multiply small actions (e. g. by allowing citizens to implement temporary accommoda-
tions) and ensure regular communication of everything that is done so that citizens see that 
things are changing. How disappointing it is for everyone if the communication stops and don’t 
show any progress. 

There is also the perspective of the communal agents. The main goals is to enable these agents to give 
meaning to their work, to regain confidence in their institution and in the relevance of its action, 
essential conditions for their motivation. To this end, it seems essential to work on the following points:
 
• Encourage the use of participation and make it a genuine policy for citizen empowerment: it is 

important to give a clear mandate to municipal agents for participation and to have a genuine 
strategy in this area, with associated objectives and means. 

• Encourage and support vertical cooperation within a city, i.e. between political decision-makers, 
back office agents (project managers, managers, etc.), agents and associative actors present in the 
field and citizens. 

• Guarantee horizontal cooperation at the neighbourhood level: in order to ensure the relevance 
and effectiveness of actions / achievements, it is important to define a real action strategy at the 
neighbourhood level, including in particular the identification of common objectives to policies 
dependent on the Region, the Federal Government, etc. so that they work together to produce 
positive and sustainable effects at the local level. Moreover, ensuring regular exchanges and real 
(cross-sectoral) collaboration between the various departments of the administration is also likely 
to give more meaning to each other’s work. 

• Identify a neighbourhood coordinator (cfr. intermediary person): to ensure the horizontal and 
vertical cooperation, it may be interesting to identify a neighbourhood “conductor”, i.e. a person 
who can make connections, play a “translation” role, find the common denominator that will 
enable them to move forward together (“neighbourhood manager”, “local development officer”, 
whatever he or she is called). 

• Connect with the social professionals who work in the neighbourhoods and often are the liaison 
officers or eyes and ears of the communities to facilitate and connect with the initiatives already 
started without a formal project plan.

E,1.2 Identify the stakeholders & partnerships
The actors that are involved in transformation processes, can be divided several groups. Bauwens et 
al (2017) indicate, for example, that co-management aimed at “polycentric collaborative governance” 
involves collaboration among a variety of actors: 
- Social innovators: active citizens, urban regenerators, community gardeners.
- Public authorities 
- Private companies 
- Civil organizations 
- Cultural institutions 
- Training centers: schools, universities, academies, etc.

The goal is to find a way to let these different groups communicate and work together to create a 
well-balanced living ecosystem. The establishment of a true partnership, as equals, between these 
various actors would make it possible to move towards a “co-city” model, i.e. a city in which the 
common goods would be co-managed. However, it is often difficult to get all groups together, and 
the communication is also an issue in many cases.

More and more, the university is seen as an important actor for change and their processes being 
part of citizen project. The format is called “living lab” or “Reallabor”: Civil society and private sector 
actors, local and political representatives together with representatives of universities, work on 
concrete tasks in the real world to develop solutions to social change. In order to innovate, this 
quatro helix turned out to be a catalyst (Verweij, S., & Van den Hurk, M. 2017). 
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By “co-management” we mean a long-term management approach that involves, in one way or 
another, civil society and the citizens concerned by the area (users, residents, etc.). We may say that it 
is a quattro helix, because the citizens themselves are involved. There are different degrees of 
“co-management”, depending on whether the users, are simply represented to the public authorities 
in charge of management, whether they participate in decision-making regarding management, or 
whether they are more actively involved in the management of the site (cleaning, development, 
organization of activities or events, search for funding, monitoring visits, etc.). In the latter case, 
co-management also implies co-responsibility and requires building a real partnership between local 
authorities and the different types of citizens concerned. 

The expected benefits of co-management are in general: 
- Maintaining the quality of common spaces over the long term: One of the main motivations for 

the approach is that actively involving citizens in the management of common spaces would 
ensure that the places are better appropriated and respected (reduction of certain problems of 
cleanliness, vandalism, etc.); involvement can generate commitment.

- Ensure representation of the users of these spaces in order to understand their needs and habits 
and therefore better (design and) manage these spaces; 

- Development of a “community of users” around a space (social cohesion, social anchoring): one of 
the main benefits of the co-management approach is also to work on social cohesion within a 
neighbourhood; 

- Emergence and reinforcement of local initiatives through their networking (contributing to a new 
culture of common spaces); 

- Creating original solutions to frequently encountered problems: low level of maintenance, 
competition between uses/population groups, lack of financial resources, vandalism, etc; 

- Increased capacity to raise funds thanks to the inclusion of the approach in larger social networks. 

It should also be noted that the long-term management of an area must be considered from the very 
beginning of a development project and during the various phases it goes through, since it generates 
costs that must be financed or sought to be reduced or avoided by adapting the project to the means 
available for its management as time goes by. 

In general we can speak of a quatro helix process 
of success (working hypothesis): 
• Politics opens up for new ways of local 

democracy, are committed to encourage an 
opinion on sustainability. 

• Universities as laboratories: test and evaluate 
• The administration extends its methods and 

its processes in the joint project realization. 
• Citizens are committed to their immediate 

living environment, investing their talents and 
lifetime in collaborative projects. 

	Urban development as a joint responsibility 
process for a good interaction of comple-
mentary forces. 

Neimed (social & economical knowledge 
center) was associated to the gebrookerbos 
method since 2016 in order to conduct a 
research the transferability and effectiveness of 
“Gebrookerbos” as a possible generic method 
for other shrinking regions. 

Mede mogelijk gemaakt door:

• Gebrookerbos was op basis van de drie 

 casussen effectief in het delen van kennis, 

 kunde en netwerken;

• De drie nader onderzochte casussen bieden 

 meerwaarde voor hun directe leefomgeving 

 door het aanbieden van producten, diensten 

 en begeleiding van verschillende doelgroepen 

 (bewoners, jongeren en bezoekers). 

• Gebrookerbos heeft als een versnellingskamer 

 gediend voor zowel de onderzochte casussen 

 als de 18 gerealiseerde initiatieven. 

• Uit de uitvoeringsbrede analyse blijkt dat 

 de baten achterblijven bij de kosten die zijn 

 gemaakt vanuit het project Gebrookerbos 

 (scenario R). 

• Op het moment dat alle 72 initiatieven een 

 vergelijkbare ontwikkeling doormaken als 

 de 18 gerealiseerde initiatieven, dan levert 

 het project Gebrookerbos financieel 

 rendement op (scenario P). 

• Het investeren in de relatie tussen ambtenaren 

 en burgers heeft geleid tot een betere 

 samenwerking over en weer. Op basis daarvan 

 kan een duurzame samenwerking verder 

 worden uitgebouwd. 
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E.1.3 Create a clear but flexible frame
We distinguish different degrees of participation. If we look 
at the Arnstein’s latter of participation, we can go from non 
participation to a certain degree of citizen control (Arnstein 
S., 1996). The importance is to define beforehand at what 
level the process is being undertaken and to inform the 
participants about it. The participants must know what 
they are participating in, what’s the subject on the agenda 
and how their opinion will be taken into account. An often 
overlooked but equally important step is to provide 
feedback after the decision(s) has been made. 

As government, how do you deal with citizen participation? 
How do you give it a legal place? An initial frame, with clear 
objectives have to be created but it’s also important to be 
able to play within this frame and also with its limits and 
flexibility.

During the N-power masterclass 2019, Mark Verhijden gave a workshop about liability and gave some 
interesting clues:

- Which level of participation is targeted?
◆ Being able to participate: do participants have the opportunity, the abilities to participate, who 

can participate? 
◆ Having to participate: is it an obligation? 
◆ Wanting to participate: if there is no basic willingness, it is very difficult to attract these 

participants.
- Who is doing what? What are the roles of the actors involved? 
- Who’s responsible for what? Risks are facts, but sometimes there isn’t an answer to every risk and 

some freedom is needed. It’s about balancing risks and benefits. As an actor, you are aware of the 
risks but how will you manage them, how will you act on them, how far will you stretch the rules? 
◆ Who’s the owner of the land/building and what’s his responsibility
◆ Will citizens work as volunteers? There should be a legal framwork for civic initiatives because, 

as a volunteer, you shouldn’t have to bear the responsibility if you’re doing something for the 
community.

- Which objectives are to be achieved: everyone (different types of actors, citizens, etc.) has its own 
representation and idea of the expected result, it is necessary to clarify the pursued objectives at 
the beginning; on the one hand they will inevitably guide the approach and on the other hand it 
will avoid disappointments. 

- Clearly identify what’s to produce and what will be done with it.
- What are the technical and financial limits (timing, budget, existing plans, land use,…) 
- Is it permanent or temporary?

In short, for every project or initiative, the question of leadership has to be cleared: what are the 
goals, what are the roles, what are the means and resources and how to communication before, 
during and after the projects and initiatives (Bilal, A. et al. 2021). 
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Local authorities need to know the structural problems and challenges citizens are facing. Poverty, 
deferred maintenances of houses and lower economic status in neighbourhoods have a huge impact on 
the possibilities to participate in projects. It’s about knowing the balance between “what’s expected 
from the administration” and “what can be transferred to the citizens” and combining both systems by 
identifying a clear frame in which citizens can “dance”. But it must always be tailormade, customized 
and situational. The role of the local authorities is to support but at the level of the citizens depending 
on the context which makes their difficult because they have to adapt to everyone. Creating a clear 
frame is therefore important in order to avoid raising big expectations that will never be met. 

Modification and adaptation by local authorities to the logic and day to day practice of citizens takes 
more or less 10 years. Transition is made by walking though the different process, what matters is 
starting that transition, not the result (Workshop of Joop Hoffman, De rode Wouw, N-power 
masterclass 2019). 

E.2 Citizen outreach and engagement
E.2.1 Start by valuing citizens knowledge and skills
Residents of neighbourhoods identified as “difficult” face many problems and often feel “excluded” 
from society. While public authorities try to find solutions to the problems of deprived neighbour-
hoods (urban renewal tools, etc.), the responses and chosen approaches often further reinforce the 
feeling of disaffiliation: the potential of the inhabitants is rarely considered as an asset to be mobi-
lized in these approaches, and the inhabitants are even considered as part of the crisis (Blanc et al., 
2008). Many citizens also have low self-esteem of themselves and do not consider themselves (or no 
longer) as potential actors in the city or their neighbourhood. Some citizens perceive themselves as 
victims (of the crisis, of the system, of others…), others consider themselves “incompetent” (in the 
sense that they do not have the capacity to participate, to do something), some still devalue them-
selves in the way other citizens see them (for example, young people, perceived as sources of 
nuisances) (Ruelle, 2016). These negative representations are of course important to decipher 
because they do not encourage engagement. 

© City of Genk 

In Genk, an “urgent district approach” 
started in 1993 after the closure of the 
mining industry as a response to the 
Increase of deprivation problems in 
attention neighbourhoods. It evolved 
trough time from a collective 
approach in the attention neighbour-
hoods to a citywide operation now 
called Gebiedsgerichte werking 
(area-based approach). This approach 
has been a structural part of the urban 
policy and is constantly evolving giving 
the needed framework in which 
“citizen participation can dance”. The 
n-power pilot project fit in seamlessly 
with the city’s vision to further expand 
the area-oriented operation in all 
neighbourhoods, including the city 
centre.
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In the face of this low self-esteem, it is important to choose approaches and activities that make it 
possible to value the skills of each individual and to encourage citizens to achieve their full potential, 
to gain more confidence in themselves and their abilities. Therefore, it may be useful to reproduce the 
approaches and means offered to participate so that everyone can find a way to get involved that 
suits them, according to their interests and skills (real or perceived). 

It is also possible to go one step further and make the skills of citizens an asset in imagining activities 
that contribute to the development of their neighbourhood. The ABCD (Asset- Based-Communi-
ty-Development) approach is the perfect way to do this because it makes it possible to mobilize the 
assets of citizens, recognize their skills and, in so doing, restore their self-confidence as well. The main 
steps of this method are: 
- Identify the strengths and desires of the “human resources” present in the community. 
- Create connections between people with the same desires and passions to try to bring out new 

initiatives (of very different natures). 
- Identify a “facilitator”: a neutral person who accompanies project leaders to help them put their 

ideas into practice and consolidate their project. 
- To examine together the reality of citizens’ initiatives, their obstacles and successes in relation to 

local authorities.

Start by building on people competences, on the little things that are already doing. It’s important to 
keep in mind that small things can have big impacts. One of the founding fathers of the ABCD 
approach, (Cormac R. 2018) is convinced that the first step is to get in contact with the citizens and 
build a true relationship. From there, the project grow. Very often the local politicians try to put ideas 
in a neighbourhood instead of listening to the communities needs. 

NB: in some neighbourhood’s, it’s not that easy to detect such little things growing… in some 
neighbourhoods people need to be activated!

The project of Parckfarm was visited 
as an example during the N-power 
projet. This project results from a 
festival where artist worked with 
inhabitants to create projects in the 
park. This project was supposed to be 
temporary but some citizens decided 
to from a non -profit association to 
keep it alive. Its main objective is have 
a project for and by the citizens, a sort 
of laboratory where social projects are 
tested. Sometimes they work, 
sometimes not but the most impor-
tant is to create social links true the 
projects and to involve all type of 
publics.
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E.2.1 Engage hard-to-reach groups
The lack of a representative group in citizen initiatives can lead to results that aren’t appropriate and 
less respected by the community. Therefore it is important to find new ways to involve as many 
people as possible with different backgrounds (culture, age, gender, etc.).

The main issues identified related to the difficulty of mobilizing certain target groups are: 
- Democratic issues: it is important, from the point of view of some participants, to involve as many 

people as possible in the participatory processes organized by the City, so that they are represent-
ative of the whole population and that the decisions taken in the end have a certain legitimacy. 

- Social inclusion issues: the main risk associated with not being able to involve certain groups is to 
develop projects that do not correspond to them, that do not speak to them, and therefore that 
contribute to their further exclusion (from a public space for example). 

Recurrent problems were identified with regard to the involvement of certain population groups in 
neighbourhood dynamics. These are linked to the context of the districts concerned and the situation 
of their inhabitants, but also to questions of organization and positioning within local authorities. 

Indeed, these targeted communities often feel marginalized. Moreover a lack of knowledge and 
access only reinforces that threshold towards participation and the sense of exclusion. Similarly, 
citizens cannot feel included if they perceive the project as unimportant to them or their families. The 
salience of the different neighbourhood initiatives and the citizens’ engagement in one or more can 
thus alter their perception of inclusion. 

Depending on the target groups that has to be reached, their interests can be a very good way to 
start interacting with them. You’ll find below different ways to interest different target groups. There 
are of course many others. There are enough of subjects / entry points to interest citizens, that 
gradually forge links within the neighbourhood and gradually awaken citizens involved in issues 
related to citizenship or the “development” of their neighbourhood. During the N-power workshop 
about hard-to-reach groups, some indications were identified to get in touch with certain target 
groups:

a) The common living environment: 
This is a fairly traditional approach, which is already done within the framework of procedures linked 
to spatial planning or via neighbourhood committees, but which remains relevant because some 
citizens are asking to think about the planning of their neighbourhood (or a common space within it) 
and to collaborate on this subject with the actors of spatial planning. These citizens are not necessar-
ily seeking to “get involved”, but rather to participate in the decision-making process. 

That said, even in this relatively traditional approach to participation, the organizational modalities 
can be improved and diversified, in order to reach a wider audience: for example, the organization of 
safety audits, the organization of workshops in a more playful and accessible form (based on 
photolanguage for example…). 

b) The “citizen” urban planning: 
On the contrary, some citizens are asking for the opportunity to do concrete things in their neigh-
bourhood (they position themselves as “actors”) in order to obtain quickly results (develop a plot, 
etc.). They are often influenced by global citizen movements that spread through the web: for 
example, the “incredible edible”, “park’in day”, “DIY urbanism”, “yarn bombing” or urban knitting, 
“tactical urbanism”, etc. 

c) Culture / leisure: 
Some citizens are less sensitive to the issue of the living environment and the development of their 
neighbourhood, and will be more interested in an artistic or cultural project. This type of project can 
be another form of appropriation of the district and its challenges. For example: making a film related 
to the district, a play, a photographic work (see example of the “signal library” in St-Léonard), a 
writing project (see example of writing workshops / short story competitions organized around the 
Parc de la Chartreuse in Liège). 
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Other citizens are even more interested in more “physical” sports and leisure activities (walking, petanque, 
zoumba, etc.), some as “simple” participants, while others could easily participate in the organization of 
the activities (cf. example of a walking rally organized by citizens of Verviers; cf. examples of activities 
organized in other contexts and intended to run a park: yoga classes, games for children, etc.) 

Still other citizens are more interested in various types of leisure activities (cooking, gardening, board 
games, reading, etc.), either because they want to learn, are looking for advice, or on the contrary 
because they want to share their experience with others. 

Some citizens are still interested in more festive activities (neighbourhood festivals, folklore events, 
etc.). It is a great classic but it always makes it possible to reach different citizens. As with other 
activities, some will get involved as simple participants, others will want to play a more active role in 
the organization (and be recognized for that, see next point). 

In general, some people like to take initiatives and other are afraid to do so, but the initiators or 
intermediate actors (as mentioned above) can help raise people up, support each other, make 
connections and involve other groups of citizens. 
There’re always few people doing a lot and a lot of people doing not much. But the importance is to 
reach them, even if they dedicate one hour of their time over the year, it’s still one hour! Through the 
project, people can become more and more involved, in a progressive way. The importance is to be 
part of the network. In addition, the connections developed between all initiatives make the network 
bigger and bigger. It creates great opportunities and great fun and contacts.

Russel (Russell, C. 2018) distinguishes 3 types of initiators in the community development: the lone 
wolf (great plans but not a team player), the mobilizer (get things done for one project) and the 
community builder (brings people together and mobilizes energy for something that is needed in the 
community). It is obvious that the community builders are going for the long term empowerment 
whereas the lone wolves and the mobilizers are going for projects and results. For the long term 
development goals it’s necessary to invest on the assets already presents in the community and built 
trust and relationships at a deeper level for progress to be structural. 
To build vital communities in neighbourhoods it is recommended to engage also all the social 
professionals to detect, explore and stimulate the sometimes hidden assets of the community 
(Wilken J-P et al. 2016). 

© Samenlevingsopbouw

The Zennelab initiated by Samenlev-
ingsopbouw Vlaams-brabant, project 
was presented during a workshop. The 
project invites people to think, create, 
share or simply meet together. It is a 
place that concretizes diversity of 
experience, interests and spatial 
claims and where marginalized needs 
and aspirations can become visible. In 
this way, ZenneLab simultaneously 
becomes a place for vision formation 
and debate.
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E.3 Empowerment
E.3.1 Encourage initiative and ownership
Citizens are the key actors in empowerment approaches as they have the responsibility to create/ 
design places for their neighbourhood. As explained, a strong political will makes it possible to 
consider inhabitants as partners in the project and not as clients of the City. Through the articulation 
of roles mentioned above, citizens are encouraged to form a community and gain more control over 
decisions that influence their lives through a shift in relationship between themselves and city actors. 
However, to obtain or retain this autonomy, trust is necessary among citizens and between the 
communities and city actors. On one hand, the municipality must dare to transfer responsibility to 
the citizen(s), to let go of ownership. But on the other hand, the citizen(s) have te experience 
ownership of their own neighbourhood, because no initiative exists without an owner. Recognizing 
citizens as real partners in projects educes a new relationship between citizens and government, 
whereby the focus is more set on networks - network society. The facilitating role as mentioned 
above, encourages committed people to mobilize their own network and skills, and to start interact-
ing with others to create small communities by reaching out to, connecting and trusting people. 
These engaged communities can then generate enthusiasm from other inhabitants so that they 
undertake initiatives themselves or help spread the method and its outcomes.

However, encourage ownership is not always evident for city officers. This can be explained both by a 
lack of confidence in citizens’ will and capacities (they will never accept to do this themselves, 
especially in this neighbourhood…) or stereotyping and by the possibility that may be experienced by 
some city actors as a deny of their expertise or a downgrading of their role. Also, culturally in some 
cities it seems to be uncomfortable with giving up control over neighbourhood renewal decisions but 
as long as the public actors act for citizens, the posture of the ones and the others and their relation-
ship will not change. It is not about what is wrong in the communities, but it’s about what is growing 
strong. 
To do so, it’s necessary to give the transition process the needed time. It takes 10 years to change the 
system. Accept as a municipality to let things go, and that some things just work, not everything is 
explainable. Diers J. (2004) mentions that asset-based community development some has been 
inhibited by the government because they focus on deficiencies and fostering dependence on outside 
interventions.
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E.3.2 Let it go…
A strong political will is needed and strides have to be made to support the citizens initiatives by 
providing human (and financial) support. A paradigm shift from working within traditional policy 
frameworks is necessary to give the neighbourhood the needed customization in order to gain 
neighbourhood power.

On the side of actors from the planning field, for a long time citizens were considered as mere “users” 
or even “consumers” of the space, who were consulted about their needs and envies within the 
framework of so-called participatory procedures. In some cases the main objective was to support 
the reflection of urban planners and to legitimize the final decision of political leaders. Today, the 
emergence of citizen movements is forcing decision-makers and actors in urban planning and 
development to rethink their conception of this discipline and enable citizens to be more active in 
their environment. After all, the neighbourhood is best known by the people living there. 

Public actors have to accept to let things develop by themselves and probably not exactly as they had 
initially imagined. Contrary to the masterplan, to the well-defined development plans, the urban 
planning that is built upon citizen initiatives does not have a known finality at the beginning of the 
project (the path is traced while walking…). The project evolves with the initiatives and the multipli-
cation of projects makes the richness of the development. 

 © Aurélie De Smet

E.3.3 Assure support

This new form of urban/neighbourhood development builds upon community-led initiatives as a 
priority and where the local policies have a facilitating- and framework-setting role instead of a leading 
position. “Support” rather than coordination, in the idea that public actors become to facilitate the 
empowerment process. True partnership requires government to move beyond promoting participa-
tion to facilitating community empowerment. Citizen participation implies government involving 
citizens in its own priorities through its own processes, projects and programs (Diers J. 2004).
Local governments may also move one step further to enable local communities to participate 
collectively in decision-making and, thus, actively encourage more direct forms of community 
empowerment. To develop such an entrepreneurial behaviour, local governments have had to 
develop new roles (e.g., the intermediary persons like the so-called ‘neighbourhood managers’ or 
‘brookers’…) and governance arrangements, either internally or through the intermediary of 
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third-sector actors. When needed, these intermediary persons may have an important role in a 
citizens’ group to facilitate decision making and mitigate conflicts, and make sure to involve so-called 
‘hear-to-reach’ groups. However, to grow towards community empowerment, their facilitating role 
should encourage committed people to mobilize their own network and skills, and to start interact-
ing with others to create small communities starting with reaching out, connecting and and trusting 
people. Besides, these intermediate persons play an essential role in revealing citizens’ learning 
capacities, confidence and awareness to opportunities and constraints. 

E.3.4 Create flexibility - from project-based working to process-based working
As explained above it’s more about the process then the project itself. Therefore, it’s important to be 
flexible during the whole progression knowing some changes can interfere. These unexpected 
circumstances called “turning points” (Lindquist E-A et al. 2013) can be negative, positive, internal & 
external changes. A turning point can be an event such as a sudden change in the general political or 
economic context, or the breakdown of negotiations between stakeholders that transforms the 
positions of stakeholders in a way that affects the entire development process and its outcome. The 
position and points of view of stakeholders (civil, public, private) are redefined at each turning point. 
Turning Points are crucial elements of the stories and the scenarios as they introduce a change in the 
flow of events. They lead to a cut of the logical sequence of stakeholders’ actions and reactions and 
often a radical change of their position and mutual relationship. Turning points might be crucial with 
regards to the final outcome of the processes, they can turn a positive process into a negative one 
and vice versa. The local experiences include a large variety of turning points, such as different events, 
decisions, changing attitudes, a pandemic, arrival of new stakeholders etc. Overall, turning points can 
be classified according two main types of transformations: 

Internal transformations: These changes are related to the reactions of the stakeholders included in 
the story: reactions of local stakeholders to a social issue or to the behaviour of other stakeholders 
during the story.

External changes: These transformations denote events external to the jurisdiction of stakeholders 
within the community that local actors cannot influence but that can have an impact on the 
evolution of the development story.

The adaptive capacity of a system is its ability to adjust to both external changing conditions and 
internal factors, without losing system stability in development and change’ is a crucial to assure the 
success of a project. Especially in participatory project, the actors’ adaptive capacity is their potential 
to respond to changes through social learning, knowledge exchange, empowerment and social 
networks.

© City of Liège

All pilot projects have experienced the 
world pandemic during their process. 
For socially oriented project, not being 
able to met physically was a great 
challenge. All concerned actors had to 
reinvent the process but also them-
selves. 
In Liège, they initially had to organize 
collective workshop in order to reflect 
of the future of the park. Because of the 
pandemic, this couldn’t happen and 
they’ve adapted the method by building 
a model that served during individual 
meeting to talk about the wishes, 
needs and visions of the inhabitants for 
their neighbourhood park.
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E.4 Evaluate and learn
An evaluation « ex post » or continuous evaluation throughout the process is crucial in order to have 
a critical view on what’s happening: what works or doesn’t work? What has to be adapted? Were the 
rules adequate? Were the results consistent with initial expectations? Was the audience diverse 
enough? Were the steps clear?.

	invite citizens and stakeholders to evaluate collectively the project / dynamic, e.g. through a focus 
group or a group analysis, and to identify the learning points)

	integrate the lessons from the evaluation in the city’s approach or framework:

In general we can talk of a tripartite process of success (working hypothesis): 
- Politics opens up for new ways of local democracy, are committed to encourage an opinion on 

sustainability. 
- The administration extends its methods and its processes in the joint project realization. 
- Citizens are committed to their immediate living environment, investing their talents and lifetime 

in collaborative projects. By evaluating the process, it allows for continuous adaptation. This 
resilience of the BP makes it one of the most sustainable processes.

Following the 4 principles of the ABCD evaluation (MacKnight, J., Russell, C. (2018), Hofman J.) of 
efforts, evaluations have to point out:
• an increase of the exchange of gifts between participants (attention, knowledge, energy, time, 

products of projects etc.). 
• there’s also an increase of communities and relations.
• it shows the increase of empowerment and 
• it shows how resources are spent according to the goals. 

E.5 Lessons learned
• Ensure the well-being for all: citizens and workers (social workers, associations, community 

workers, etc.) must feel good about themselves in order to join the process. If they feel insecure, 
forced or unwelcome, it will not work. 

• Do not underestimate the time and importance of long-term work: gaining the trust of citizens 
and encouraging them to become actors in their community is a process that requires a lot of 
patience and can therefore only be considered in the long term. 

• Starting from people and not from spaces: identify their needs, their motivations (societal, or 
initially strictly personal), their skills (which are not fixed and can also be developed over time). 

• Identify enthusiastic “pioneers”: to start, rely on citizens who have the motivation to carry out a 
project or activities (e. g. a zumba class, a book club, etc.) and who have the capacity to mobilize 
other citizens around them. 

• Meet the target population groups: go where they are (schools, continuing education, neighbour-
hood festivals, sports and leisure facilities, etc.) rather than asking them to come to you (at least 
initially). This informal way to meet creates more opportunities for encounter. As Jim Diers (2004, 
p.170-171) says “start where people are” and “the more local, the more people can identify them-
selves with the project”.

• Identify the right communication channels: and preferably multiply them to reach a diversity of 
audiences (oral communication, information in the valves in different parts of the district, flyers in 
local shops, Facebook, neighbourhood social network like “hoplr”, etc.). 

• Provide a safe social environment: participants must feel comfortable and free to express them-
selves without fear of being judged, mocked, etc. (smaller group meetings may be less impressive). 
The atmosphere plays an important role, a motivated and open attitude forms the basis. 

• Provide a quality meeting place: for some citizens, this place is an indicator of whether or not they 
are respected (if an appropriated hangar can attract certain population groups, others will need a 
heated, clean and already equipped room to feel welcome). 



35

• Reflect on the image given to the approach: avoid in particular that it is perceived as an initiative 
“for the poor”, which can be experienced as humiliating by some citizens. 

• Recognize that each citizen is unique: propose activities related to each other’s interests and skills; 
it is not necessary to involve all groups of citizens in the same way (e.g. not all citizens are able to 
participate in a reflection workshop on the development of a park, but they can give their ideas). 

• Have fun (!): participation should not be perceived and organized as something too serious and 
boring, citizens have enough concerns to want to add additional concerns (Diers J., 2004 & 
Hofman J. 2020). 
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