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The book “Participatory Design Theory: using Technology and Social Media to Foster Civic
Engagement,”editedbyOswaldDevisch,LiesbethHuybrechts,andRoelDeRidderisausefuladdition
tothealreadyvastlibraryoncitizenparticipationbyofferingacriticaloverviewoftheconceptof
participation inall itsvarietyanddifferentmeaningsboth in theoryand inpractice.Theeditors
revisitthedebatearoundthenotionofparticipation,goingbacktothelandmarkarticleofSherry
Arnstein“Aladderofcitizenparticipation,”publishedhalfacenturyago,in1969,presentingalso
abriefoverviewofthehistoricaldevelopmentof‘ParticipatoryDesign’whichhasbeenintroduced
intheearly1970s.

Whencitizensaredemandingamoredirectformofparticipationindecision-makingprocesses,in
developedaswellasindevelopingcountries,abookontheseissuesiscertainlyatimelypublication,
inparticularconsideringthattheaimofthebook,astheeditorsrefer,istounpacktheconceptof
participationandtoexaminecurrentformsofcitizenparticipation,takingintoaccountthemetaphor
oftheladderproposedbyArnstein.

FortheIJEPRreadershipthebookhasanadditionalinterestsinceitismorespecificallyfocusedon
therolethattechnologyandsocialmediacanplaytofostercivicengagement.Thesixteenchaptersthat
makeupthebookexploreindifferentwayshowtechnologyandsocialmediacansupportorenhance
theparticipationofmarginalizedordis-empoweredcitizens.Inotherwords,howcantechnologyand
socialmediahelptomaintainanddiversifyparticipatoryprocesses.Alsocrossingallchaptersisthe
argumentthatparticipationprocessesshouldnotseektomovecitizensengagementfromlowerstepsin
theladderofparticipationtoupperones,butinsteadtoengageasmuchgroupsofcitizensaspossible
inthedifferentlevels,movingthroughthemasfoundappropriate.Inthissense,participationisseen
inthebooknotasaone-offeventbutasanever-endingprocess,inwhichcitizens,organizationsand
institutionsmeettodiscussissuesofcommoninterest.
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Allsixteenchaptersexploreanddiscussdifferentcollectiveanddemocraticdesignexperiments
witheachchapteraddressingaspecificspatialissue.Theyareclusteredinfourgroupsdefinedby
whattheeditorstermstrategies:thefirststrategy,withfivechapters,aimstodiversify,ortomake
marginalizedneedsandgroupsvisibleandaudible;thesecondstrategy,withfourchapters,isfocused
onco-production,onopening-uptheparticipatoryprocess;thethirdstrategy—tointerrupt—alsowith
fourchapters,aimstointroducecontroversyintheparticipatoryprocess;thefourthandlaststrategy,
todocumentparticipatoryprocesseshasthreechapters.

InPartI(“Todiversify”,pp.13-86),thebookcomprisesfivechapters.Inchapter1-´Valuating
narrativeaccountsinparticipatoryplanningprocesses.Acaseofco-creativestorytellinginAntwerp,
Belgium”-TimDevos,SeppeDeBlustandMaartenDesmetshowhowco-constructingstorylines
canhelptoframeparticipationprocessesandinthatwaytocreateproductivecitizenengagement.
CarolinClausinthefollowingchapter-“Usingacomplexsoundworldforaparticipativedismantling
and redefinition of the collective appropriation of industrial landscapes” - presents preliminary
resultsofanongoingresearchonhowurbanelectronicmusiccancontributetothedevelopment
ofaqualitativeapproachofsoundinlandscapedesign.Thisisfollowedinchapter3-“Reflections
on the counter-mapping of urban “arrival neighborhoods” through Geoweb 2.0 in Brussels and
Ghent”-writtenbyBrunoMeeusandBurakPak,byanexplorationofhownewdigitalplatforms
canbeusedforparticipatoryknowledgeconstructionandalternativemappingpractices,reporting
thepracticeofcounter-mappingwiththehelpofGeoweb2.0inthecontextofBelgianinner-city
neighborhoods,identifyingatleastthreekeyfactorsforthefacilitationofbetterGeoweb2.0supported
counter-mappingpractices:accessibility,privacy,reliability.Thefollowingchapter-“Data-driven
designforcivicparticipation”-,bySabaGolchehrandNaomiBuenodeMesquita,isfocusedonhow
socialmediadatacaninformpublicspacedesignersaboutthelocalsocialcontextinthepre-design
andpre-participationphase,andonhowthisdatacanbeavaluableresourcefordesignersinterested
toengagecitizensintheirprojects.Inthelastchapterofthissection-“Designinitiativesinpublic
spaces.Eight interpretative lenses”,MaurizioTeliandMariaMenendez-Blancoargue,basedon
howsixresearchersunderstandpublicspaceandonhowtheyenactparticipationintheirprojects,
thatdesigninginpublicspacesmeans“toengagewithrelationalpracticesthatcontinuouslyredefine
participationinahistoricallyandgeographicallycontingentway”.

ThefollowingPart(“Toco-produce”,pp.87-142)includesfourchapters.Inthefirstofthese
chapters-“Sharingauthorshipandmeasuringinfluenceinarchitecturaltraininginneighbourhood
communities”-JoseCarrasco,AntonioAbellánAlarcón,VerónicaAmorós,JorgeBermejoPascual
andSergiHernándezCarreteroexplorefindingsofrecentresearchorexperimentsthatchallengedthe
roleofexpertsbyusingtherationaleoftheaffectedcommunities,callingnonethelesstheattention
tosomeoftherisksinvolvedinthesenewformsofparticipatoryprocesses.MagdalenaBaborska-
Narozny,EveStirlingandFionnStevensoninchapter7-“Digitallynetworkedaction.Developing
self-organization in weak-tie residential communities through a Facebook group” - explore the
innovativeuseofFacebookGroupforgrassrootscommunityself-organizationamongresidentsof
apartmentblocksinhousingdevelopmentsintheUK.Inthenextchapter-“Communalgardenand
theliminalcity”-TorangeKhonsariarguesthatthearchitect/designerneedstopositionhim/herselfin
theliminalspacebetweenaconsultantandcitizen,aswellastoconsiderthegovernanceofcommon
grounds,anditspowerstructuresamongotheraspects.Inthelastchapterofthissection-“BIMBY.
Modeling,civicempowermentandtheinventionofanewprofession”-RémyVigneron,DenisCaraire
andDavidMietshowhowmodelingtechnology,astheoneusedintheBIMBYprocess,showsgreat
potentialtofostercivicengagement.

PartIII(“Tointerrupt”,pp.143-210)comprisesfourchapters.Inchapter10-“Design,technology
andsocialinnovation.TheseriousgameofTrafficO2”-SalvatoreDiDio,GiorgiaPeri,Gianfranco
RizzoandIgnazioVincishow,basedonpreliminaryresultsthatstillrequiresfurtherresearch,thatin
ordertobringaboutinnovationinanurbancontext,itcouldbesufficienttointeractwithitscitizens”
culture,asseemstoemergefromtheTrafficO2experimentationinPalermo.KatharinaGugerell,
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Philipp Funovits and Cristina Ampatzidou in the subsequent chapter - “Daredevil or socialiser?
Exploringtherelationsbetweenintrinsicmotivation,gameexperienceandplayertypesinserious
gameswithenvironmentalnarratives”-exploreanddiscusstheideathatseriousgamesandgamified
toolsimproveparticipationandcitizenengagement.Theyshowthesepositiveinfluencesincitizen
engagementbuthighlightalsotheindicationsthatgamificationmightlowermotivationtoengage.
Inchapter12-“Fabricam.Participatoryurbaninterventionsinapost-communistcontext”,Teodora
IuliaConstantinescu,LoredanaGaitaandAlexandra-MariaRiglerexplorethecaseofFabricamas
anexperimentofparticipatoryinterventionsinapost-communistcontext,anexampleofthesocietal
andpoliticaldynamicsthatallowandgivenewformstoparticipatoryprocessesoverpublicspacesin
post-communistsocieties.Inthelastchapterofthissection-“Rethinkingthedesigner”sroleinthe
collectivere-imaginationofsocieties.Anecessaryreinterpretationofdesignandsocialinnovation”,
ChiaraDelGaudioexploreandreflectonwhatdesignerscandotocontributetomoredemocratic
practicesinurbancontexts.

The last section of this book, Part IV (“To document”, pp. 211-262) has three chapters. In
chapter14 - “Participationwithinandbeyondmuseumswith thehelpofdigital technologies” -
ZsófiaRuttkayandJuditBényeiexploreandshowhowdesigncanenhancecivicparticipationin
museums,transformingtheminaforumforsocialdiscussionsinwhichthevisitorthroughtheuseof
digitaltechnologiesisanactiveparticipant.Inthefollowingchapter-“Challengesandopportunities
ofdocumentationpracticesofself-organisedurbaninitiatives”-AndreaBoteroandJoannaSaad-
SulonenexaminethedocumentationpracticesoftwocitizeninitiativesinHelsinki,thechallenges
and limitations confronting this sort of initiatives andpossible alternatives. In the last chapter -
“Documentation games. A comparison between games to support participatory design teams to
documenttheirdesignprocess”-JessicaSchoffelen,LiesbethHuybrechts,andOswaldDevischexplore
thepotentialandlimitationsofgamestosupportthedocumentationofparticipatorydesignprocesses.

Theinsightsprovidedineachofthesechaptersopenupnewperspectivesoncitizenparticipation
processesandconfirmalsolongheldviewsontheseissues.Aparticipatoryprocessisessentially
aprocessandnotaone-offevent,ascitizenparticipationisstilloftenseenandpracticed.Therole
ofcitizensiscrucialbuttheroleofdesignersandplannersisalsocriticalandtheirresponsibility
intheparticipatoryprocessneedstobetransparentrequiringfromtheprofessionalsanattitudeof
continuousself-reflection.

Fortheinsights,criticalperspectivesandtheempiricalevidenceprovidedthisisabooktobe
commendedtoallthoseworkinginthebroadfieldofurban(e-)planninganddesign,namelythose
interestedorengagedincitizenparticipationprocesses.
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