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The urban transformation 
to sustainability will not 

be accomplished if it is under-
stood as a technical endeavor 
limited to the field of special-
ists. Rather, it necessitates a 
socially, politically and eco-
nomically inclusive approach, 
and, most importantly: a peo-
ple-centered focus. Planning 
and building people-centered 
cities, however, can only be 
achieved in a participatory 
manner and through funda-
mentally new ways of co-pro-
ducing ideas and solutions 
for desirable urban futures. 
“Participatory design of peo-
ple-centered cities” thereby 
requires: 

•	 Establishing new inter-
linkages and practices be-
tween research, education 
and practice to make par-
ticipation truly transfor-
mative.

•	 Embracing conflicting ra-
tionalities and allowing 
for flexibility, risk-taking 
and learning from failure 
as part of any participato-
ry process. 

•	 Questioning conventional 
roles in practice and re-
search and adapting cur-
ricula to include training 
in new skills and compe-
tencies needed for facili-
tating participatory pro-
cesses.

•	 Harnessing the innovative 
potential of experimental 
and transformative learn-
ing experiences in non-in-
stitutional arenas (e.g., 
Urban Labs) for institu-
tional change.

•	 Providing flexible and 
long-term funding for the 
future agenda of participa-
tory design of people-cen-
tered cities that rewards 
risk-taking and embraces 
failures.

•	 Developing and defining 
evaluation criteria in a 
transparent and participa-
tory manner.

The recommendations pre-
sented here were developed 
in the course of a future work-
shop on “participatory design 
of people-centered cities” 
funded by the Robert Bosch 
Foundation. With the objec-
tive to develop more just and 
inclusive cities in the future, 
the aim is to improve human 
well-being in cities and to put 
people at the center of debates 
around smart cities and trans-
formative change.
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A. Background - Giving a voice 
to young urban change agents

The Robert Bosch Founda-
tion commissioned the Chair 
of International Urbanism at 
the University of Stuttgart to 
conceptualize and conduct 
a three-day future workshop 
for young and future urban 
change agents.

The Robert Bosch Founda-
tion defined the term and 
concept of “participatory de-
sign of people-centered cities” 
in a report conducted by the 
Dutch Research Institute for 
Transitions (DRIFT). The 
underlying shared concern 
was to understand how par-
ticipation can become trans-
formative. In order to do this, 
there is not only a need to 
look at the research, but also 
to reflect on the practice of 
participatory design, and to 
draw lessons on how to edu-
cate and equip the next gen-
eration to shape the future 
we want. Development-ori-
ented master programs with 
students who have first work 
experience and diverse dis-
ciplinary and cultural back-
grounds have in particular 
been at the center of attention 
in terms of the potential for 
catalyzing change. Yet, little is 
known about the actual chal-
lenges they face and where 
and how they see the future of 

participatory design of peo-
ple-centered cities. Including 
their voices and perspectives 
in such discussions is thus of 
utmost importance.

Against this background, 
from 15 - 17 February 2021, 
around 20 students and alum-
ni of the MSc Integrated Ur-
banism and Sustainable De-
sign (IUSD) engaged with 
existing theories and methods 
and developed suggestions for 
how to push the participato-
ry agenda further. To ground 
the concept of “participatory 
design of people centered cit-
ies” into the everyday realities 
of the young urban change 
makers, fictional cases were 
used as a basis to develop 
ideas for future research and 
enhance practice and higher 
education. At the end of the 
workshops, the key findings 
and recommendations were 
discussed with experts in the 
field.

The MSc Integrated Urban-
ism and Sustainable Design 
(IUSD) is an interdisciplinary 
and international master pro-
gram hosted at the Univer-
sity of Stuttgart and offered 
as a double degree together 
with Ain Shams University 
in Cairo. It trains and pre-
pares a new generation of ur-
ban practitioners to face the 

tremendous environmental, 
cultural, socioeconomic and 
governance challenges result-
ing from the dynamic urban 
transformation around the 
globe.

Many of the IUSD students 
bring with them years of 
working experience and a 
shared understanding of the 
limitations of classical archi-
tectural and urban planning 
education to meet the re-
quirements for designing and 
facilitating participatory and 
co-productive processes. This 
is in line with the communi-
cative turn in urban planning, 
but also more recently with 
transformative science where 
the need for co-productive 
processes as a catalyst for 
change has become evident. 

The young urban change 
agents understand this paper 
as an assessment and evalu-
ation of the current state of 
participatory approaches in 
research, practice and educa-
tion based on their experienc-
es and recommend the fol-
lowing points to strengthen 
participatory and transforma-
tive processes through inno-
vative methods and capacity 
development.
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B. Key findings

 The discussions by an inter-
national group of young urban 
change makers demonstrated 
not only the strengths, but also 
the limitations of the concept: 
The terminology used reflects a 
strong Global North perspective 
on the issue and hampers an ap-
plication of the concept at glob-
al scale and in different geo-po-
litical and cultural contexts.

Making participation transfor-
mative requires new interlink-
ages and practices between re-
search, education and practice.

The discussion on the future 
of participatory design of peo-
ple-centered cities emphasizes 
the urgent need to overcome 
persisting silos. This includes 
both breaking down internal 
silos between different scientif-
ic disciplines or different units 
in city administrations, as well 
as overcoming silos between 
the operational logics and ways 
of knowing within research, 
education and practice.  New 
arenas, methods and practices 
such as urban experiments (e.g., 
in the context of various ‘Urban 
Labs’ or in form of tactical ur-
banism) have been identified as 
a potential ‘broker’ and means 
of enabling new forms of trans-
disciplinary and multi-stake-
holder collaboration as well 

as mutual learning processes. 
Closer investigation is still need-
ed in terms of the opportunities 
and challenges that occur when 
converging the different logics 
within research, education and 
practices and embedding the 
lessons learned in the institu-
tional realm.

Participatory processes need to 
embrace conflicting rational-
ities and allow for flexibility, 
risk-taking and learning from 
failure. 

Designing people-centered cit-
ies in a participatory manner 
means that different interests 
need to be considered, making 
such processes (and outcomes) 
complex, conflictual and to 
some extent unpredictable. Ac-
cordingly, there is a need to 
move away from the notion of 
participatory planning as a lin-
ear and seamless process where 
every step can be controlled and 
predetermined, and move to-
wards embracing conflict and 
uncertainty as part of diverging 
interests. This requires a rethink 
of participatory planning pro-
cesses as part of conflict man-
agement (not just conflict res-
olution) and the dedication of 
time and resources to allow for a 
certain level of flexibility, open-
ness and reversibility as well as 
for learning from failure. It also 
requires a reflexive and circular 

process that allows for adapta-
tion along the way.

Conventional roles in practice 
and research should be ques-
tioned and curricula adapted 
to include training in new skills 
and competencies needed for 
facilitating participatory 
processes. 

The involvement in and facili-
tation of participatory process-
es questions conventional roles 
and forms of legitimacies. Plan-
ners and urban researchers in 
particular are tasked with taking 
on new responsibilities to navi-
gate the transformation towards 
desirable urban futures and fa-
cilitate negotiations and poten-
tial conflicts among the various 
interests at play. Embracing 
that role requires a change in 
mindset and calls for a new set 
of (soft) skills and competen-
cies. Accordingly, planners and 
researchers need to be trained 
differently and urban curricula 
need to be adapted to equip the 
next generation with the skills 
and competencies necessary for 
taking a participatory approach 
to people-centered cities. There 
is an urgent need to recognize 
the value of facilitation and the 
potential establishment of new 
roles. 

The innovative potential of ex-
perimental learning experienc-
es in non-institutional arenas 
(e.g., ‘Urban Labs’) needs to 
be harnessed for institutional 
change. 

Existing institutions are often too 
slow, inflexible and incapable 
of coping with increasing com-
plexities. Innovative approaches 
are thus needed to both chal-
lenge and reform institutional 
settings as well as to unlock the 
transformative potential of par-
ticipatory processes. A range of 
‘Urban Labs’ has been set up 
with the purpose of pushing for 
transformation from outside 
institutional boundaries. How-
ever, while they are needed and 
seen as non-institutional arenas 
for experimental learning expe-
riences, they also need a frame-
work or study and the further 
development of methods, and, 
in this respect, there is a need 
for institutionalization. This 
potential for bringing about in-
stitutional innovation within 
education, research and prac-
tice still needs to be explored 
in a more systematic manner. 
The strength of networking and 
peer-to-peer exchanges should 
be considered in this regard to 
enhance a structured reflection 
on what can be learned in order 
to enable institutional change 
both from within and from out-
side.

The future agenda of partic-
ipatory design of people-cen-
tered cities needs flexible and 
long-term funding that rewards 
risk-taking and embraces 
failures. 

Current funding schemes are of-
ten too rigid, linear and project 
oriented. As a result, much of the 
cooperation built up by projects 
disappears after funding has ex-
pired. Lasting transformative 
processes and innovative initia-
tives require stable structures, 
time and a certain sense of secu-
rity as well as a fair distribution 
of and accessibility to resourc-
es in order to enhance shared 
ownership among all parties. 
Funding institutions and mech-
anisms should thus go beyond 
conventional project-finance 
logic and consider establishing 
long-term funding schemes to 
support such processes and en-
courage transparent pooling of 
funding beyond the applicants’ 
own resources (time and mon-
ey). Funding should also go be-
yond the specific context and 
make it possible to link the con-
textualized knowledge to other 
laboratories and transformative 
processes elsewhere in order to 
draw comparable conclusions. A 
flexible funding scheme should 
thus be process oriented -not 
product oriented- and embrace 
and learn from failures and en-

courage risk-taking. 
These aspects should also be re-
warded in the monitoring and 
evaluation process.

Ensure a transparent and par-
ticipatory manner of develop-
ing and defining evaluation 
criteria.

Converging the different ways 
of knowing and operational log-
ics of research processes, higher 
education institutions and plan-
ning practices raises the ques-
tion of whose logic counts when 
it comes to evaluating successes 
and failures both in the partici-
patory process and in the trans-
formational impact on society, 
institutions and individual ways 
of knowing and acting. Planning 
practice looks for quick answers 
to their research needs due to 
time pressure, whereas research 
is based on scientific principles 
and rigor. To increase account-
ability, measures for evaluation 
should be transparent, commu-
nicated from the very beginning 
of the participatory design pro-
cess and include definitions of 
what counts as success. Criteria 
and their definitions could po-
tentially be defined in a partic-
ipatory manner, understanding 
the evaluation procedure as a 
cooperative learning process for 
all involved parties. 
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C: Recommendations for action

The following recommendations derive from the key findings set out in Part B and have been 
tailored to serve as a ‘working basis’ for future strategy making for institutions and funding 
agencies aiming to become leading voices in the urban transformation towards people-centered 
cities.

Making participation transformative requires new interlinkages and practices between re-
search, education and practice. 
•	 Map the current state of research, practice and education in the field of “participatory de-
sign of people-centered cities’’ to identify promising interlinkages between the three realms. 

•	 Encourage studies that look at the process of bringing together the different operational 
logics and ways of knowing.

•	 Examine potentials and barriers for shared learning experiences between the three realms.
•	 Fund across the silos by developing programs that: e.g., invite practitioners for short stays 
as visiting researchers at universities and expose researchers to settings of practice

Participation understood as a process needs to embrace conflicting rationalities and al-
low for flexibility, risk taking and learning from failure. 
•	 Augment the definition and perception of people-centered cities with the concept of con-
flicts and uncertainties. 

•	 Rethink time planning and budget modalities to embrace conflicts and uncertainties inher-
ent in participatory planning processes.

•	 Design programs in a manner that allows for a certain level of flexibility, openness and 
reversibility towards the aspects of conflicts, risk-taking and learning from failure.   

Conventional roles in practice and research should be questioned and curricula adapted 
to include training in new skills and competencies needed for facilitating participatory 
processes. 
•	 Explore in-depth research on the diverse roles played by planners and researchers engaged 
in participatory processes and their ways of coping with different operational logics and 
ways of knowing to better identify the new skills and competencies needed. 

•	 Facilitate a dialogue on soft skills and competencies through networking between research-
ers and planners or embedding these into the respective institutional context.

•	 Support capacity development of actors in research and practice in new skills needed for 
participatory processes.

•	 Enable the transition from university studies to practice by embedding students and young 
urban agents in innovative and cutting-edge participatory practice.

The innovative potential of experimental learning experiences in non-institutional arenas 
(e.g., Urban Labs) needs to be harnessed for institutional change. 
•	 Move away from project finance logic and invest in long-term structures. Foster structured 
learning experiences to improve harvesting of lessons learned from experimental non-in-
stitutional arenas (e.g., ‘Urban Labs’ / urban experiments) to push for institutional change.

•	 Critically reflect on the achievements of previous programs and their potential to enhance 
transformation through participatory processes. 

•	 Support and enable the networking and exchange of knowledge across world regions by 
considering the continuation and upscaling of existing regional programs that have been 
received well.

The future agenda of participatory design of people-centered cities needs flexible and 
long-term funding that rewards risk-taking and embraces failures. 
•	 Consider continuing existing funding or establish flexible funding schemes to attract inno-
vative applications that bridge between the realms of research, practice and education with 
a focus on “participatory design for people-centered cities”.

•	 Introduce a multistage procedure in funding calls as well as long-term funding possibilities 
(min. 5 years - 3+2).  

Ensure a transparent and participatory manner of developing and defining evaluation cri-
teria. 
•	 In order to professionalize the use of methods and tools in participatory processes and to 
become a leading platform for a much needed agreement on quality standards, the follow-
ing steps should be taken:

•	 Develop evaluation criteria and evaluation procedures together with representatives from 
research, practice and education - and in some cases together with the receivers of funding 
- and link evaluation with follow-up measurements to embed the knowledge gained from 
the evaluation in practice and directly use it for further improvements.

•	 Define evaluation criteria (and their indicators) as clearly and unambiguously as possible, 
including definitions of what counts as success. 
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