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CITIZENS’ PARTICIPATION AND COMMUNICATION PRACTICES  
 
Introduction 
 
This study focuses on the identification of best 
citizens’ participation and communication 
practices. Eight city cases have been analyzed: 
Madrid, Amsterdam, Turin, Manchester, Berlin, 
New York, Salo and Barcelona. As a result of the 
research, there are many ways through which a 
municipality can reach its audience and involve 
citizens and other target groups in its decision 
making process. Therefore, local authorities that 
want to undertake communication plans based on 
participation strategies need to understand that 
they can not rely on a unique, absolute model. It is not possible to adopt the same model in 
any given situation, the contest and the different actors requiring alteration and modifications 
of the strategy responding to specific situations. 
In the framework of the experiences realized by the cities to improve citizens’ participation, it 
is possible to underline common strategies on the basis of the general approach described in 
the first part of the study.  
In the second part of the paper, we  will present specific features for the cases collected, 
classifying them under four thematic lines: 

1) Turin – Manchester: towards the future, rethinking the past; 
2) Berlin – New York: after the fall; 
3) Madrid – Amsterdam: new migrants, better integration; 
4) Salo – Barcelona: (re)new area of a city 

 
Common strategies 

Citizens’ participation is a desired and necessary part of community development 
activities. This process can tie programs to people (i.e. Manchester): community decisions 
that involve citizens are more likely to be acceptable to local communities and public 
involvement results in better and effective decisions (i.e. Berlin). Increasing participation is an 
efficient tool for avoiding social exclusion and to involve silent groups as children, youth, 
elderly people, people of different ethnic origins, etc. It is important to highlight that 
participation needs resources: time, organizational effort, communication skills and 
commitment.  

On one side, when citizens do not have enough information they are reluctant to 
participate in community activities; on the other side citizens participate when they have 
better knowledge on a specific issue or situation. They participate responsibly in community 
affairs if they have a sufficient understanding of the point at issue. Information, knowledge 
and perception of the situation are necessary conditions for the participation and involvement 
of citizens.  

There are three levels of communication strategies: informing, orienting and 
involving. The three levels are different as for the time and resources that a municipality 
should use in order to achieve their respective objectives. 
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Informing  means that communication follows a unidirectional stream: core information on 
the project and programme of the city, including the needs and the timing of the action, are 
provided to target groups in a vertical way. The aim being the provision of information on the 
project, the communication flows from public administrations to target groups in a one way 
direction. 
Orientating means that the communication follows a unidirectional stream, but also that the 
level of communication is well defined for all the aspects of the project. Target groups are 
orientated in such a way to know:  

·  why the project is necessary,  
·  alternative options,  
·  details about technical aspects emerged and results obtained. 
·   

Communication plans aimed at orientating citizens give answers to questions as “what kind of 
project is it?”, “why is it necessary?”, “who is leading the project?” and “by which date is it 
going to end?”. The focus is on details and technical analysis puts in evidence advantages and 
disadvantages of the fulfilment, or not, of the project or programme. Orientating activities 
allow people to form their own opinions and come to a better and detailed knowledge of the 
situation. 
Involving means that the communication follows a two-way stream: from public 
administration to target groups and vice versa. Target groups are requested to express their 
opinions, suggestions on the project of interest. The Administration can then modify some 
aspects of the project to receive some of the opinions/suggestions expressed by the target 
groups. The Administration provides the information and encourages a feedback, the target 
groups acquire the information and contribute to redefine the contents of the project. 
Information, orientation and involvement can make use of the communication channels 
shown in the following table, divided in three categories: Press, Paid ads and City activities. 
�
�
�
�
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Comprehensive Communication Plan 
 
Press 
 
Press releases 
Editorial boards 
Press conferences 
Press tours 
Radio shows 
Television show 
 

Paid ads 
 
Newspaper advertisements 
Newspaper inserts 
Radio advertisements 
Television advertisements 
Signage on public transit 
Signage on streets 
Signage on buildings… 
 

City activities 
 
Flyers 
Newsletters 
Public meetings 
One-on-one meetings 
Public website 
E-mail blitzes 
Inserts on utility bills 
Public workshops 
Open houses 
Charrette 
Advisory Committees 
Project offices near project 
Dedicated telephone line 
Surveys 
Focus groups… 
 
 

�
�
By the analysis of cases, the following benefits emerged for cities and citizens: 

- The citizen can bring about desired change by expressing one's desire, either 
individually or through a community group.  

- The citizen learns to understand and appreciate the individual needs and interests of all 
community groups.  

- The citizen learns how to resolve conflicting interests for the general welfare of the 
group.  
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TURIN – MANCHESTER: Towards the future, rethinking the past. 

 
With the crisis of the fordist production system, old industrial cities like Manchester and 
Turin have started a process of transformation of the society and a restructuring of their local 
economic system. Both cities have, in different ways, turned their productive tissue into a 
service-based economy, focusing the local development process on the cultural and 
knowledge field. 
�
Turin 
Turin is not only the capital of the 
Piedmont region, but one of the most 
important cities in Italy. The city has been 
characterized by a strong process of 
urbanisation related to an intense 
economic development. Historically, the 
City of Turin has been considered in the 
collective imaginary as company-town, 
tightly tied up both in economic and social 
ways to the industrial colossus Fiat. At the 
end of the age of the capitalism a new 
phase begun, in which the renovation of old industrial cities became necessary. To face this 
process of innovation and restructuring, the city of Turin embraced the Strategic Planning.  
Turin has been the first Italian city to adopt a strategic plan in 2000, involving all the 
institutions, political representatives, the economic world and the civil society in a project of 
redefinition of its identity. 
As executive body, Turin International, was founded in 2000, through an agreement 
undersigned by the majority of the mayors of the metropolitan area and by over one hundred 
representatives of public institutions, entrepreneurial and financial world, associations, 
universities and other cultural institutions, for a total of 121 partners. Turin International is 
organized through periodic plenary meeting, working groups and a technical office that 
assures the monitoring and the participation of the citizens. In December 2005 the second 
Strategic Plan was elaborated, which defines a perspective of development for the Turin 
metropolitan area in the direction of the knowledge society. The hypothesis is that the raising 
of the local system passes through the development of an economy and a society of 
knowledge: by recognizing the strategic role of knowledge as vector for the development 
process, it is possible to jointly achieve economic development and social equality. 
Empirical results were the Olympic Winter Games 2006 and the setting up of Turin Wireless, 
showing the ability to reconvert the city through the effectiveness of urban marketing: from 
industrial city to city of the culture. As affirmed by Valentino Castellani, former president of 
Turin International, one of the most important results of this process has been not only the 
elaboration of a good example of strategic plan, but the radical change of vision of Turin, if 
not yet by all the citizens certainly by those people that have responsibility and power in the 
different components of the city-system. That important outcome has been achieved through 
the involvement of all the actors belonging to the local system, including civil society. Turin 
International has encouraged the local society to understand what it was happening and to 
choose to react.  
�
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Manchester 

Manchester is s a city and metropolitan borough of 
Greater Manchester, England. In 2007, the 
population of the city was estimated to be 458,100. 
Manchester lies within one of the United Kingdom's 
largest metropolitan areas. 

Dig Manchester is a community archaeology project 
that has become a flagship regeneration initiative 
for the city, inspiring pride in the city’s heritage. 
The project used archaeology as a cultural asset in 
order to promote community involvement and 
participation. The project was also in line with Council priorities for the City of Manchester’s 
Sustainable Community Strategy 2006-15.  

This is a three year community archaeology project and regeneration initiative to create a 
genuinely inclusive programme of activities meeting the high standards of professional 
archaeologists. Community archaeological digs were used to promote community spirit, 
inclusion and investigate local heritage. More than 1,100 people from all sections of the 
community took part in a four-week dig at Northenden Mill, south Manchester. Each 
community excavation ended with an open weekend when the archaeology and local history 
was brought together. Visitors could access information regarding their family history through 
the Family and Local History archive and ask staff from the Greater Manchester 
Archaeological Unit about sites of interest within the region. The open weekends included site 
tours where the history of the site was brought to life.  

The community aspect of the project was fundamental to the running and outcome of the 
excavation. The diverse range of volunteers benefited from the interaction on site as different 
age groups worked together and learnt from each other. The highlight was a four-week 
community dig, involving 1,179 people, including 475 schoolchildren from 12 schools as well 
as people with learning difficulties, blind people and older people. One key innovation was to 
build in an art programme, delivered by the local mental health trust’s Studio One project, 
which broadened considerably the ways in which people could get involved. The aim is to 
build on this interest, promoting local heritage groups and activities that will continue beyond 
the funding. One of the difficulties faced by the project was the selling of the idea of 
community archaeology to mainstream 
funders. The project took on a fundraising 
specialist to tap into support from local 
charitable trusts and businesses. The dig 
succeeded in creating enthusiasm and 
involvement. Local heritage groups and 
activities that will continue when Dig 
Manchester’s funding ends will be promoted. 
The formation of local archaeological groups 
was one of the most successful outcomes from 
the excavations. 
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BERLIN-NEW YORK: After the fall  
 
With the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9th November 1989 the city has lost a physical barrier and 
it has been the first step toward Berlin reunification. After September 11, 2001 New York 
City has been engaged in the rebuilding and reconstruction of the World Trade Center Area.  
Berlin and New York have implemented participatory methods to face the new challenges 
after these two events. “StadtForum” and “Listening to the City" have been the occasions for 
both cities to launch a public debate and redevelop the areas of Lower Manhattan and Berlin-
Stadt Area. 

Berlin 

With a population of 3.4 million within its city limits, Berlin is Germany's largest city. It is 
the second most populous city and the eighth most populous urban area in the European 
Union. Following German reunification in 1990, the city regained its status as the capital of 
all Germany hosting 147 foreign embassies. The development of Berlin has been affected 
since the 1960s by the building of the Wall and the separation between Berlin East and Berlin 
West was visible despite the renovation and modernisation works active from the 1990s.The 
“mental map” of Berlin was characterized by two separated cities.  

The city revitalisation after the reunification have 
been deeply influenced by the need of 
remembering the Wall and the people that lost life 
because of it and, at the same time, the willing of 
cancelling its presence as a separation through the 
city. One of most important initiative carried out 
to improve the city planning management has 
been the StadtForum. It was founded in April 
1991 by Senator Hassemer, after public protest 
about decisions on Potsdamer Platz planning. It 
was an experiment to involve interested citizens in 
urban politics and it could be described as a “parliament of planners”. 

The main subjects discussed by the StadtForum were: principles of city development; 
masterplan, regional and urban planning; rehabilitation of inner city quarters in East Berlin; 
development of areas with bloc of flats; traffic planning; design of public space and parks. An 
emblematic case of the functional effectiveness of the StadtForum was the public debate 
conducted on the PotsdamerPlatz. In 1991 a competition for ideas in the planning of the 
PotsdamerPlatz was launched without public discussion and its exit was creating protests of 
citizens. The private investor, winning the competition, wanted to build certain complex 
without a real concept for the city. The Forum recommended a new idea for the future of 
Potsdamer Platz: “They recommended that Potsdamer Platz should become a new centre 
again, the new link between the central area of the Western part and the central area of the 
Eastern part”. Architect Renzo Piano was commissioned by the private investor to design the 
master plan for their area which became the most significant example of the modernisation 
plan after the reunification.  

The organizational structure was based on meetings once a month from Friday afternoon until 
Saturday noon, involving about 250 people each month. The press was invited to every 
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session, in this way people could take part to the discussion in an indirect way. The 
preparation was done by a fixed group of experts of different professions about 70 persons. 
Moreover, an architectural workshop was organised, together with regular meetings and 
exhibitions, publicized on the main newspapers, in order to communicate to the citizens what 
was planned. 

Another important initiative developed by the City of Berlin to involve the citizenship has 
been the Social City project. It was funded with the contribution of the structural funds and of 
a national fund. Considering that in many communication activities only a small percentage of 
the citizens are reached, the goal of the project was to communicate with most of the people, 
and to involve them. In order to achieve this objective, innovative tools were introduced for 
the participation of citizens to the activity of their neighbourhood: events, public meetings, 
etc. (e.g. break dance festival). These events have been able to involve the youngster 
immigrants, that represent a segregated part of the society. 

In every area a jury was formed, like an allocation committee, to decide how to use the money 
of the project. In this way, citizens participated in the decision-making process, feeling 
involved in the public action. This represents, in fact, a very interesting innovative tool to 
develop a more citizen-friendly relationship between the authority and the people. As 
mentioned in the introduction of this paper, the importance of this kind of event is proved by 
the empirical evidence showing that: if you are able to involve people on a personal level, 
they will feel committed in the activities, and consequentially their resistances to the change 
could be notably reduced. 
 
New York 

The World Trade Center  was a complex in Lower 
Manhattan in New York City whose seven buildings were 
destroyed in the September 11 terrorist attacks. The site is 
currently being rebuilt with six new skyscrapers and a 
memorial. 

New York City in its attempt to rebuild Lower 
Manhattan, held numerous Public Forums, with the most 
prominent being “Listening to the City”. "Listening to the 
City" is a project of the Civic Alliance to Rebuild 
Downtown New York, a coalition of more than 85 civic, 
business, environmental, community, university and labour groups that seek to develop 
consensus strategies for redeveloping Lower Manhattan. 
The project combined technology with face-to-face dialogue, using a format developed by 
AmericaSpeaks, a non-profit organization that has pioneered techniques for bringing citizens 
together in large forums while preserving the benefits of face-to-face discussion.  The 5000 
participants in "Listening to the City" held 10-to-12-person roundtable discussions, each led 
by a trained facilitator skilled in small-group dynamics. A network of laptop computers 
recorded ideas generated during the discussions. Each table's input was instantly transmitted 
to a "theme team" composed of volunteers and AmericaSpeaks staff that identified the 
strongest concepts from the discussions and reported them back to all participants. Based on 
the roundtable discussions, the "theme team" quickly developed a set of priorities and 
questions that were posed on large screens throughout the meeting hall, allowing people to get 
quick feedback about how their perspectives compared to the thinking of the larger group. 
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Each participant used a wireless polling keypad to 
vote on these questions and the results were 
immediately displayed. This process also allowed 
the agenda to be modified to correspond more 
closely to the tenor of the discussions.  
Another key component of "Listening to the City" 
was a two-week online dialogue, a total of 818 
people exchanged ideas and expressed their 
priorities through this dialogue. The format and 
technology were developed in conjunction with 
Web Lab, a non-profit organization dedicated to 
creating innovative, Web-based projects that bring fresh perspectives and new voices to the 
discussion of public issues. 

 

MADRID – AMSTERDAM: new migrants, better integratio n 
 
To reduce the distance between social groups and individuals and to increase the mutual 
knowledge, Amsterdam and Madrid have developed various initiatives fostering a positive 
attitude towards “the other”. 
 

Madrid 
 
Madrid is the capital and largest city of Spain. It is 
the third-most populous municipality in the 
European Union after Greater London and Berlin, 
and its metropolitan area is the third-most populous 
city by urban area in the European Union after Paris 
and London. 
 
To foster the social participation in the fields of 
migration and peaceful cohabitation in a 
multicultural society, the Directorate general of 
immigration and cooperation for development of the 
City of Madrid has established two specific bodies: las Mesas de Dialogo y Convivencia 
Distritales and el Foro Madrid de dialogo y Convivencia. 
These bodies was formed due to an Action Plan elaborated by the Observatory for migration 
and intercultural cohabitation of the Municipality of Madrid at the beginning of 2005. The 
aims of these initiatives are: to enhance multicultural cohabitation, to foster social cohesion 
and social inclusion, to involve the organisations managing with the themes of migration and 
development and to elaborate a participative approach to the issues related. 
 
The Madrid Forum is defined as a Sectoral Committee providing advisory proposals for the 
whole municipality on issues of intercultural cohabitation, diversity and migration. Its 
fundamental purpose is to facilitate the participation of the society through their social 
organizations and public and private entities in the implementation of the municipal activities 
in the mentioned fields. The Madrid Forum is composed of 64 members representing 
immigrant associations, support agencies and other social organizations of the City of Madrid, 
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highlighting the great diversity and plurality that characterizes the composition. The Forum 
consists of the President, two Vice-Presidents and Secretary and has a Standing Committee to 
facilitate the operation of the Madrid Forum. The Forum promotes four plenary sessions each 
year with the aim of deciding on the general guidelines of the Madrid Forum and to adopt, 
where appropriate, the proposals emanating from the Standing Committee. Furthermore, the 
Forum creates  working committees as it deems necessary and it is responsible to deepen the 
knowledge of activities promoted by the municipal plan in relation to social and intercultural 
cohabitation. 
Mesas de Dialogo y Convivencia Distritales are dialogue tables enclosed in the Madrid Forum 
and they have a district character. They can be defined as territorial spaces to study 
neighbourhood participation and to discuss and propose initiatives promoting social and 
intercultural coexistence and strengthen the associations in the neighbourhoods. These tables 
are able to submit proposals to the Madrid Forum as well as to the District Councils.  

 

 

Amsterdam 

Amsterdam is the capital and largest city of the 
Netherlands, located in the province of North 
Holland in the west of the country. The city, 
which had a population of 1.36 million (with 
suburbs) on 1 January 2008, comprises the 
northern part of the Randstad, the 6th-largest 
metropolitan area in Europe, with a population of 
around 6.7 million. 
 
The project “Days of Dialogue” has been taking 
place successfully for several years in Rotterdam, 
Berlin and Amsterdam. It stimulates cooperation between citizens, non-governmental 
organisations, institutions, religious organisations, schools, companies and in this way creates 
a stronger civil society and reinforce social cohesion. The “Days of Dialogue” is an 
instrument for people of different ages with diverse cultural backgrounds and ethnic identities 
to talk to each other about living together in a city. 

The project is an initiative of citizens and organisations to hold dialogue tables. At these 
dialogue tables 6-8 people are invited to talk to each other about a central theme. In order to 
guarantee the quality of dialogue process and a respectful and inclusive environment for all 
participants, each table is facilitated by one person trained in the dialogue method beforehand.  

Local organisations are asked to organize 
dialogue tables to which they can invite people. 
Due to the mixed background of the 
participants, diversity is achieved at the 
different tables.  Participants are invited to avoid 
to try to convince each other (as in a debate), 
they are asked instead to share their personal 
experiences and build on each other’s ideas. 
Since people talk about experiences, the Day of 
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Dialogue is accessible to everybody. High school students can talk to politicians and religious 
leaders. Everybody is equal in dialogue. The facilitator needs intensive preparation since most 
of us are not used to establishing dialogue with each other. Many of us are used to argue, 
discuss or analyse topics. 
 
 
 
SALO – BARCELLONA: (Re)New Area of city 
 
The involvement of the citizens in the planning process is very important also for specific 
areas of Cities as demonstrated by the cases of Salo and Barcelona. Viitannummi is a new 
area of Salo and Trinitat Nova, a neighbourhood of Barcelona which has been subject of an 
action of urban regeneration.  
 
Salo 
 
The planned Viitannummi housing area is located 
approximately 3 km from Salo city centre, on 80 
hectares of city-owned land near the sea. This new 
housing area is Salo’s first step to exploit the sea. A 
participatory process, where the future residents 
were able to influence the decisions on their future 
living environment, was organised by the city 
planning department in 2004. 
The Viitannummi project uses an experimental 
participation method where eight families are 
influencing the planning and construction from the 
very beginning. The future residents help to produce building guidelines, which usually come 
top-down. Each family reserved a lot by paying a few hundred euros, and had an opportunity 
to participate the debate about the construction and other matters as the housing area was 
built. 
The families held 13 meetings, which was a mutual learning process for all participants. The 
meetings were led by a project coordinator, who served as a link between the future residents 
and the city. The first meeting identified the possible problems in the participatory process. 
The families were also briefed on group dynamics. Later, the group reached decisions by 
consensus, assisted by the coordinator. The decisions were later adopted by the city. 
 
The positive experiences from the residents’ perspective were: 
1) getting to understand the project 
2) getting to know the future neighbours and 
3) being able to influence decisions affecting their future living environment. 
 
The first point illustrates how the future residents were unfamiliar with the wide range of 
aspects related to the planning of a new housing area. Learning was a central aspect of the 
process. The second positive experience contributes to future problem-solving, creating a 
feeling of safety and a good general atmosphere. The third point, empowerment, was the most 
concrete of the three positive experiences. The participants felt they actually got more than 
they had paid for, because they were able to influence many of the visual and functional 
aspects of their future neighbourhood. 
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The participants also identified a negative aspect in the process. The final decisions were 
often based on ideas presented by the coordinator, sometimes without options, which led to 
the perception that the coordinator had too strong a position within the group. 
 
City officials had recognised two positive outcomes: 
1) strengthening the sense of community in the area, and 
2) transferring the workload from planners to future residents. 
 
The first point was important for the residents’ feeling of safety and stronger commitment to 
the area. The second point illustrates the participation by residents in defining the construction 
of the area. Moreover, the group had their own coordinator and so less explanation was 
needed. Some of the council members thought it was too expensive, and perhaps too time 
consuming (too many meetings). 
 
 
Barcelona - Trinitat Nova 
 
Trinitat Nova is a working class neighbourhood in 
the Nou Barris district of Barcelona built in the 
1950, this is a neighborhood of 12,000 residents in 
an area of 55 hectares, located on the extreme north 
of Barcelona. Trinitat Nova consists of several sets 
of isolated blocks of social housing arranged 
without any prior planning on former agricultural 
areas around the city. The blocks of flats rosed 
rapidly to accommodate the great number of 
immigrants (Andalusians, Castilians ...) who arrived 
in Barcelona in the 50s attracted by the opportunity 
to obtain employment in the industrial sector. The area suffered from physically isolation as it 
was poorly accessible by car and public transport did not arrive in Trinitat Nova and the 
majority of the population experienced problems to arrive to their work. The urban design of 
Trinitat Nova was very chaotic as no urban plan formed the base for its development, 
buildings were placed not taking into account the relation with existing buildings, future roads 
nor the need of public spaces. 
  
The area was selected for intervention to improve the quality of public spaces and to connect 
the area with the city of Barcelona. The participation of residents has been a central aspect of 
the process of regeneration. In the restructuring process the Neighbourhood associations have 
played an important role in the renewal process since 1999. Negotiations between affected 
people and local government have characterized the 
development of a “sustainable” neighbourhood. 
Residents were involved in some workshops, the 
Community Plan was established simultaneously to 
the urban regeneration of the area and it was 
designed in co-operation between the residents 
associations and the local politicians.  
 
In the nineties accessibility improved thanks to the 
construction of the motorways Ronda de Dalt and la 
Meridiana and the metro-connection Trinitat Nova 
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(since 1999). At the moment Trinitat Nova is relatively well connected with Barcelona and 
accessibility by public transport is ensured by more metro lines. Trinitat Nova has become an 
attractive location of the city (well connected and with some available dwellings) and 
internationally well-known as a model for taking into account residents’ preferences and 
partnership. 
 

Conclusion 

As the analysis shows, local authorities are called to face new challenges in several fields. A 
communication process between local authorities and citizens is of great importance. 
Informed and active citizens are great allies of a Municipality. Participatory process can 
strengthen and support the local authorities’ actions. 


