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1 INTRODUCTION 
Cities are complex environments where different actors and stakeholders co-exist and learn how tolive 
together. Within these complex environments, different types of citizens initiatives are arising that 
weconsider to be important starting points for achieving urban transformations to sustainability (Niki 
Frantzeskakiet al., 2016). These kind of initiatives, typically enacted by social entrepreneurs, civic 
volunteers, local activists,freerange civil servants etc., are challenging the traditional ways of city making 
through which urban services,spaces and buildings are usually developed through policy and planning. 
They seem to stimulate the rise ofseveral new types of interactions between citizens, entrepreneurs and 
freerange civil servants but so far arehardly facilitated and linked to urban planning in a systematic way. 
Such interactions can be considered astransformative social innovations (Avelino & Wittmayer, 2016) that 
redefine the relations and interactionsbetween actors to realize sustainable alternatives contributing to 
wider transitions. These transformativeinitiatives can be nurtured, developed, replicated, or complemented 
in protected environments and are oftenseen as part of a broader transition movement (Gorissen, 
Vrancken, & Manshoven, 2016). Thosetransformative initiatives are triggering the rise of spaces for the 
interaction between different stakeholders inurban environment, which is a key element of particpatiory city 
making. This paper aims to explore the role ofplanning in participatory city making. It connects complexity 
in planning and transition theory in order todescribe the space of the interaction between the different 
urban stakeholders. 

2 TRANSITIONS IN CITY MAKING 
Participation and interaction of different actors and stakeholders has always been a hot topic in planning 
research. The discussions about the necessity to include more actors in the planning process resulted in 
governance replacing government in planning discourses and practices. Following different 
paradigmsemerged; such as traditional public administration, new public management and networked 
governance(Hartley, 2005). Consequently, new approaches were developed, i.e. the inclusion of private 
actors in differenttypes of collaboration and partnerships in “making” the urban realm or in providing urban 
public services (R.C. Holland, 1984). Emphasis arose on the emerging role of citizens and communities in 
city making, this spreadduring the XXI century (Majamaa, 2008; Zhang & Kumaraswamy, 2011). What 
these diverse approaches havein common, is the willingness to open-up the decision making process to 
different stakeholders. While theseapproaches are developed in practice, also the academic discourse is 
repositioning the role of planning,highlighting how they moved from a technocratic practice to a 
communicative practice where planning isintended to enhance reaching consensus in decision making 
processes. Different modes of planning emergedfrom theories about urban and regional regimes 
(Hamilton, 2004), discoursive and collaborative governance(Forester, 1989; Healey, 2007), relational 
geographies (Massey, 2005), agonism and institutional ambiguity(Bäcklund & Mäntysalo, 2010), and 
theories of spatial complexity (Portugali, Benenson, & Omer, 1994). 

In the last years, there is a growing interest among planners to address complexity and its ongoingfluidity, 
openess, non-linearity and unpredictable development, considering this to be more in line with thereality of 
cities’ development (Boelens & Roo, 2014; Roo & Boelens, 2014). Here, planners are questioningabout 
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the role of their discipline within processes in which the system well as the sub-systems that acts inparallel, 
is co-created by a variety of actors (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011; Byrne, 1998; Urry, 2003). 

Such discourse is grounded in complexity theory, which in turn has its roots in general system theory(Von 
Bertalanffy, 1968). Complexity theory arose during the 90s (Holland 1995; Kauffman 1993, 1995),focusing 
on how systems co-evolve. It focuses on complex systems that are open, interact with theirenvironment 
and constantly evolve and unfold over time (J. H. Holland, 1995; Holling, 1987; Kauffman, 1995;Prigogine 
& Stengers, 1984). As highlighted by Rotmans and Loorbach (2009), the literature within the maincategory 
of complex sytems identifies the spacial cases of complex adaptive systems: “These are systems thathave 
the capacity to change and learn from experience. They are able to respond to and adjust themselves 
tochanges in their environment. What makes a complex adaptive system special is the set of constantly 
adaptingnonlinear relationships. Complex adaptive systems contain special objects - agents - that interact 
with eachother and adapt themselves to other agents and changing conditions” (Rotmans and Loorbach, 
2009 p.186). 

Complex adaptive systems are indeed described through unique elements, such as co-evolution (Mitleton-
Kelly,2003), emergence (Goldstein, 1999) and self-organization (Bak, 1999; Prigogine & Stengers, 
1984).Next to planning theory, transition research is another field that discusses the co-evolving 
dynamicsin complex systems. It is an interdisciplinary field that takes complex systems theory as a starting 
point.Transition theory attempts to better understand the behavior of complex systems that run through 
cycles ofrelatively long periods of equilibrium, order, and stability interspersed with short periods of 
instability andchaos. Transitions are described as societal changes that involve a variety of actors (Geels, 
2011), consisting ofdifferent patterns (De Haan & Rotmans, 2011; Geels & Schot, 2007), various phases 
(Grin, Rotmans, & Schot,2010) and high levels of co-evolution, complexity, and uncertainty (Geels & 
Schot, 2010; Rotmans & Loorbach,2009). One of the main analytical frameworks on transitions is the 
Multi-Level Perspective (MLP). It describes three levels of structuration and stability: niche, regime and 
landscape. The regime concept has been describedas a set of rules and practices carried by different 
social groups (Geels, 2002). The niche concept refers tospaces for innovations. The landscape concept is 
seen as an exogenous, wider context. Transitions areunderstood as “outcomes of alignments between 
developments at multiple levels” (Geels & Schot, 2007, p.399). Geels and Schot also highlighted how 
alignments are always enacted by social groups, and it is throughtheir activities that different levels of 
structuration (i.e. niche, regime) are continuously reproduced (Wittmayer,Avelino, Steenbergen, & 
Loorbach, 2016). The regime is said to “orient and coordinate the activities of thesocial groups that 
reproduce the various elements of socio-technical systems” (Geels, 2011; p. 27). In atransition 
perspective, cities are complex systems where the actions and interactions of different 
stakeholdersgenerate structural changes. These changes are the results of both top-down activities and 
bottom-up emergentactions that generate self-organised adaptations of the system that are not necessarly 
under people’s directcontrol (Cozzolino, 2015), but influenced by the dynamics happening between actors 
and agency in city making. 

Those adaptations of the system take place at the urban level in a space where a variety of actors interact, 
heredifferent transformative initiatives can be referred to as niches within a dominant regime because of 
the strongtransformative power that they have. This space is defined as the space of interaction in 
transitions.A specific focus on actors and agency dynamics in transitions has been developed in the field 
of thegovernance of transitions (N. Frantzeskaki, Loorbach, & Meadowcroft, 2012; Grin et al., 2010). 
Differentapproaches have been described and developed in this field with transition management as an 
important one.Transition management has been described as the “attempt to influence the societal system 
into a moresustainable direction” by exploring future options through “searching, learning and 
experimenting” (Rotmans& Loorbach, 2010, pp. 108–109). Transition management is based on five 
guidelines that are partly descriptive,in the sense of basic principles, and partly prescriptive, in terms of 
rules for management (see Rotmans &Loorbach, 2009) for targeted interventions in complex systems, as 
cities, to influence the speed and directionof emerging transition dynamics towards more sustainable 
futures. The past few years a growing literature hasemerged specifically addressing urban sustainability 
transitions and a particular form of transitions in whichcities are simultaneously the places of experiments 
and niches for broader societal transitions as well as subjectsof transitions themselves (Niki Frantzeskaki 
et al., 2016). This perspective leads to new approaches to urbantransition management as a multi-actor 
process of experimentally developing new and sustainable urbanregimes (Loorbach et al 2016). This 
approach implies new roles and tools for policy-makers and planners towork in a more organic, emergent 
yet selective and long-term focused way. 
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3 THE SPACE OF INTERACTION 
During the last years, in the time of the implementation of austerity policies, in many cities differenttypes of 
transformative initiatives are arising. Even though such initiatives have different natures (i.e. top-
down,bottom-up) statuses (i.e. formal, informal, etc.), purposes and aims (i.e. business oriented, and 
current existing regime. They are creating new visions and actions, they attract attention and foster the 
riseof new type of coalitions between the urban stakeholders (public administration, citizens, third sector, 
privateentrepreneurs). As highlighted in the previous paragraph, the groups of stakeholders acting in urban 
contextsare diverse. Generally, four type of actors are identified, the public and the private sector, the 
citizens’ initiativesand the third sector. This paper takes special interest in the relationship between two of 
these groups: the publicand the citizens’ initiatives, which can be organised in different types of groups 
(i.e. associations, NGOs,informal groups, etc.). The reason for this special interest in these two 
stakeholders is that in an urban contextthe public sector is obviously playing a crucial role and, on the 
other hand, the term citizens allows for theinclusion of a broad range of types of stakeholders. 

The emergence of the new coalitions higlited bevore give rise to the space of the interaction betweenthe 
different stakeholders; where the diverse sub-systems can find the opportunity to emerge, co-evolve 
andself-organise. The possible collaboration (or participation) between these different city makers is 
exploredaccording to the description of the space of the interaction as represented in Figure 1. Such 
spaces are learningenvironments that can force an adaptation of the existing contextual conditions. We 
define the space ofinteraction of participatory city making by means of four quadrants, represented by two 
axes: (1) the citizensgovernmentaxis; and (2) the axis of the internal and the external way of working of the 
two groups ofstakeholders. 

In the space of interaction (Figure 1) the outside of the four coloured quadrants represents theboundaries 
of the existing regime, where the mainstream sub-cultures and rules are grounded. Within each ofthe 
quadrants, new transformative initiative can develop or arise as niches, represented in the figure by 
theblack dots in the white circle. These niches are challenging the usual way of working of the system and 
theyintroduce new ways of working to the regime. They pressure the existing regime to change its ways of 
workingbut at the same time they receive pressure from the regime. Sometimes niches arise from the 
external way ofinteracting with other stakeholders, other times they develop within a specific organisation 
or social group. Intransitions, while niches develop, scale and spread, they replace the existing regime. 
The interaction betweenthese niches and the regime, both on the government and citizen side, internally 
and externally, is whatconstructs the ‘space of interaction’. The interaction sometimes arise between 
groups of stakeholders as awhole, other times they are triggered and forced by specific actors within the 
existing groups. The latter areactors, often represented by freerange civil servants or by specific active 

citizens, that are trying to facilitate therise of 
experimental environments. They battle the cultural 
and practical resistance existing both in the way 
ofworking of the public administration and that of the 
citizen initiatives. 

 

 
 
 

Figure 1 – Niches development within the space of 
interaction of Participatory City Making 
 

Almost everything that it has been written about Neoliberalism in planning theory is on the negativeside, 
despite few voices outside of the box that have tried to shift the attention on other issues (Stefano 
Moroni,2016). Neoliberalism has been addressed as the cause of the shift of the border between public 
and privatespaces, tending to expand consumer space and narrow citizens’ space (Roivainen, 2002). The 
figure abovehighlights how the picture is much more complicated, as already Mantysalo started to explore 
(Mäntysalo,2016). Indeed, the consumers space do not correspond only to the citizens’ space, but to the 
regime space, thatcan be found on both government and citizens side. The consumer space is shaped by 
those actors that areresisting to the changes that the transformative initiatives are trying to make. 
However, the citizens’ space canbe found where the niches are arising. Citizens and government become 
producer of services, while acting andexperimenting new practices (Puerari, 2016). While experimenting 
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with transformative initiatives, they conquerspace where they can interact with government and making 
pressure to the current regime. 

In a transition management perspective, the interaction between the different urban stakeholders thatare 
collaborating to make such transformative initiatives work, is a starting point for governance 
interventions.Through transition arenas (Loorbach, 2007) or urban transition labs (Nevens, Frantzeskaki, 
Gorissen, &Loorbach, 2013) actors representing such initiatives are brought together with entrepreneurial 
policymakersand other societal actors to develop shared startegies, visions and plans. But more ofthen 
than that, societalinitiatives are experimenting with new practices often acting with reference to the 
dominant cultural, practicaland normative conditions, but not necessarily in conformity with them (see the 
concept of nomotropism in:Chiodelli & Moroni, 2014; Conte, 2000) or in a structured way seeking to 
contribute to a long term systemicchange. Besides targeted governance interventions aimed at guiding 
and accelerating transitions, we thus arguethat there is a much broader dynamic of unstructured 
interactions between citizen initiatives and policy thatcould offer a basis for contributing to desired 
sustainability transitions. To explore this potential and possiblyincrease its contribution to wider societal 
changes, we seek to better understand why and how such initiativesemerge and subsequently interact 
with policy to move forward. 

 

4 DISCUSSION 
The fields of complexity in planning and transition management form the basis to conceptualise the space 
ofinteraction as represented in Figure 1. In this article the values of combining the two fields have been 
presentedfor two stakeholders’ perspectives: government and citizens’ initiatives. There are three main 
notions that comeforward from the combination of the two fields for the two stakeholders that are 
discussed below. 

The first notion is that there is a shift from the focus on the dichotomy between government andcitizen 
initiative towards a focus on niches and regimes irrespective of their traditional function of citizen 
orgovernment. This shift from public administration versus the public towards the niches versus regime has 
beenrepresented in the figure by a shift from a horizontal dichotomy towards an omnidirectional one. This 
showsthe value of the combination of transition management and planning because it provides a different 
lens forlooking at the different stakeholders or possible partners to involve. 

This also brings forward the second notion, namely the consequence for participatory approachesbetween 
different stakeholders as also advocated by complexity theory in planning. It suggests that there is aneed 
for approaches that recognize this second dichotomy and that are able to include both niche and 
regimeactors from both citizen initiatives and government. Approaches that are able to bridge the gap 
between nicheand regime, rather than government and citizen initiative; or, leastwise approaches that 
acknowledge thedifferences within each ‘traditional’ group of stakeholders. 

This relates directly to the third notion: the three potential directions towards more participatoryapproaches 
in the space of interaction of city making. One can think of approaches that enable the niches toincrease 
their pressure on the regime, to increase their influence and expand their reach. On the other hand,one 
can also think of approaches that lower the pressure of the regime on the niches, ones that give more 
spaceto niches and liberty to develop. The last potential direction for more participatory methods would be 
the onethat is most in line with participatory thinking (Björgvinsson, Ehn, & Hillgren, 2010) and would be 
based onexchange. These approaches would foster the exchange and bridge or even diffuse the borders 
between nichesand regime. 

In this way does the conceptualisation of the space of interaction open up our understanding ofmulti-actor 
governance and introduces a more nuanced understanding of how government and society interact.It does 
however not explicitly address the types of interaction that would be most suitable to empower 
(ordisempower) related to achieving specific urban goals. Taking a transition management approach for 
examplewould imply starting from a normative agenda containing long-term sustainability goals (such as 
achieving ashift to renewable energy, changing urban mobility systems or decentralizing specific social 
services) and thenstrengthening initiatives that contribute to such goals. However, as transitions imply 
structural changes andpower shifts, this approach is also political: it implies institutional changes that not 
necessarily are desired byincumbent actors or structures. The space of interaction in this way also 
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represents that more informal waysthrough which ultimately existing policies and institutions might be 
disrupted and transformed. 

 

5 CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
The notions listed above provide a new perspective to reflect upon potential roles of planners infacilitating, 
empowering and guiding transformative social innovation in cities. We here formulate threeconsiderations 
but emphasize that these are not yet translated into practical tools or methods. But we do arguethat our 
perspective necessitates a more fundamental reflection upon the roles and attitudes of planners,shifting 
from coordinators or semi-controlled planning processes producing policies and projects towardsidentifying 
potential societal challenges and emerging alternatives that can be synthesized, strengthened 
andempowered to more effectively contribute to desired urban transitions. 

The first consideration descends directly from the first notion. Indeed, planners, in order to createand 
design places for dignity, should go beyond a dichotomy between public and the private space of 
citizens,embracing the fact that niches and regime are part of both groups. The lens described in this 
paper allow tothink differently about what the space for citizens’ action and influence is. The perspective 
changes: niches ofnew coalitions and initiatives can be found on both the government and the citizens 
side. 

Hence, the second consideration is that the space of passive consumerism can be found on bothsides. 
Stakeholders acting in conformity the dominant cultures and practices, resting to innovation and 
changes,are spread around the two groups of stakeholders. Planning should acknowledge this difference 
and approachthe issue in alternative ways. 

This leads to the third consideration, namely the necessity for planning to enable the emergence, 
selforganizationand co-evolution of the system. Although, within complex systems, it is impossible to 
predict andto guide the emergent nature of cities with perfect solutions, planning should be able to 
generate the conditionin which the stakeholders can act and interact producing new coalitions and niches 
within the system. Asintentional action, planning gives rise to variations in the systems that remains 
unpredictable, its interventioncan foster the emergence of certain conditions, thorugh which an adaptable 
complex systems is better suitedto deal with (S. Moroni, 2015). 

Further research and action is required, however, in order to identify how planning can contribute tocreate 
the condition for the self-organisation, and adaptation of the system to arise. The next envisioned stepwill 
be the analysis of the transition dynamics happening within a specific city in order to first identify 
thebarriers and mechanisms that are shaping the space of the interaction between the stakeholders in a 
specificcase studies. Interviews with different actors and urban stakeholders will be carried out, as well as 
co-creativeevents that will be useful to understand existing problems and dynamics. Then, a further step 
will be taken inorder to overcome the identified barriers through participatory design methods 
(Björgvinsson, Ehn, & Hillgren,2012), aimed to experiment what could be the conditions that could foster 
the emergence of the conditionsmentioned above. 
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