
About participation and desire

Desire
(1. To wish or long for; crave; want) 
(2. To express a wish to obtain; ask for; request)

I’M YOUR COMMON SPACE, CREATE ME! 
From the desire to participate to the construction of the city...

Sherry R. Arnstein proposes in 1968 a mod-
el of a ladder with eight levels of participa-
tion, where the levels are the following:

1. Manipulation
     Non Participation
2. Therapy
   
3. Informing

4. Consultation  Tokenism

5. Placation   

6. Partnership

7. Delegated power Citizen power

8. Citizen control

y
FACILITATORS

(planners, architects, designers)

PARTICIPANTS
(users, groups, associations, citizens) AUTHORITIES

(government, municipalities, politicians)

Like the city of Fedora described by Italo Calvino, today’s cities are ever-changing. 
The built environment defines the spaces where we live our everyday lives and also 
restricts our movements. At the same time it creates places of opportunities where 
we can do stuff, express ourselves, explore what we like and imagine what we need 
and desire for the places we inhabit. 

To the eight levels of participation model I added the illustration of a ladder that not 
only shows the eight levels that represent the categories defined by Arnstein but 
many other numbers that represent all the complexity of public participation in 
planning and design. These also represent all the other categories that fall in be-
tween or behind the eight categories mentioned. 

When we talk about participation in planning and design we will most commonly find 
three groups of actors. These are the participants (users, citizens), the facilitators 
(planners, architects, designers) and the authorities (government, municipalities, pol-
iticians). These groups they all have ideas, ambitions and desires. Sometimes two 
or more of these groups share an idea, desire or ambition; sometimes they are spe-
cific to one of the groups. 

The desire of citizens and users to participate is a key aspect of participatory pro-
cesses. It is clear to me that any participatory process has to start from people want-
ing to participate and from this first desire things can be taken further. Then the pro-
cess has to be taken in the right direction so the desires of the users are the ones 
that prevail over economic or other interests that might ‘pull’ in opposite directions. 

Sometimes these opportunities are more difficult to find or to recognize; sometimes 
they are also exploited in the wrong way and by the wrong people. But if the power 
to decide what to do with them is given to the users and a good participation pro-
cess happens, great things can be done on these places of opportunities.

The model proposed by Arnstein locates the three categories of ‘Citizen Power’ 
at the top of the ladder. I inverted the order so these categories are at the bottom, 
where the ladder is much more complex and has more pieces and elements that rep-
resent the many possibilities and differences in participatory processes. 

One of the aspects of this coexistence between ‘rational planning’ with more ‘com-
municative’, ‘collaborative’ or ‘participatory planning’ is the complexity of how the ac-
tors in these processes are organized. From an absolute ‘chain of command’ where 
each actor follows the next one in a straight arrow direction (and any of the actors 
can be the initiator), to more complex and complicated schemes.

The more complex schemes are what I called the ‘circle of reciprocity’ an the 
‘penrose triangle of participation’. I choose to represent this last scheme with a 
‘Penrose triangle’, where the actors of the process get mixed and confused because 
it’s not clear anymore who are the facilitators, who are the participants and who are 
the authorities.

“In the center of Fedora, that gray stone metropolis, stands a metal building with a crystal globe in every room. Looking into each globe, 
you see a blue city, the model of a different Fedora. These are the forms the city could have taken if, for one’ reason or another, it had 
not become what we see today. In every age someone, looking at Fedora as it was, imagined a way of making it the ideal city, but while 
he constructed his miniature model, Fedora was already no longer the same as before, and what had been until yesterday a possible fu-
ture became only a toy in a glass globe.”

Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

“Participation needs to differentiate between the demands of the clients and the desires of the users. Architects, needing clients with 
power and money, are usually on the side of those with power and willing to embrace and express in built terms the ideology and eco-
nomics of these clients, to the exclusion of the desires of the potential users. There is thus a removal of the general public from the pro-
cesses of architectural production, which in turn leads to a sense of alienation of the users from their environment.” 

Blundell, Petrescu and Till, Architecture and Participation

AUTHORITIES

FA
CI

LI
TA

TO
RS

PARTICIPANTS

FACILITATORS

PARTICIPANTS

AUTHORITIES

FACILITATORS FACILITATORS

PARTICIPANTS

PARTICIPANTSAUTHORITIES

AUTHORITIES

Chains of command

Chain of command A

B.A. C.

Chain of command C

Circle of reciprocity
D.

Penrose triangle of participation
E.

Penrose triangle of participation E

Tim Richardson and Stephen Connelly conclude in their article “Reinventing Public 
Participation: Planning in the age of Consensus” that public participation in planning 
has been presented as a paradigm shift after a more ‘rational planning’ paradigm. 
They also acknowledge the weaknesses of this distinction and that both so-called 
paradigms have theoretical flaws and in practice they coexist and conflict. 

ECObox garden in Paris is an example of a 
complex participatory process that could be 
located close to citizen control. 

Firm Foundation in Banjarmasin is a participato-
ry competition and could be located in between 
partnership and delegated power. 

(Dis)assembled in Gothenburg is a project that 
I would locate in delegated power, but with very 
controlled and pre designed conditions. 

Social Urbanism in Medellín is a big scale proj-
ect starting from the political sphere and I would 
locate it close to the partnership category.

FACILITATORS

PARTICIPANTS

AUTHORITIES

I consider Social Urbanism as ‘chain of command A’ because this project was 
initiated by the authorities (politicians), then handed in the task to design a par-
ticipatory process to the facilitators and these worked together in it with the par-
ticipants. This picture shows one of the workshops where a girl writes her wish to 
have more fruit trees, and her group is called ‘The Dreamers’.

I consider both (Dis)assembled and Firm Foundation ‘chain of command C’ because they are organized participato-
ry processes initiated and organized by the facilitators who dealt independently with the authorities (politicians in the 
case of Firm Foundation, and the Röda Sten Konsthall in the case of (Dis)assembled). Then the participants came 
to take part of the participatory process. 

Although I don’t have a very clear picture of the role of the authorities in the 
project of ECObox, I think this project is the closest to what I called the ‘penrose 
triangle of participation’. In this project the facilitators and participants are the 
same. The roles are not clearly defined and it’s the users and inhabitants who 
are the same facilitators. 



Firm Foundation: Social Design Field Guide 
Banjarmasin - INDONESIA

a

Key concepts

       “A workshop may last for a few hours or days, and a site may only be few square meters, but thorough and thoughtful             
       preparation can make the participatory design process resonate at a much larger scale”

 “For us as facilitators, these workshops were an opportunity to reflect on the process we use, ourselves, daily. We analyze              
 sites and context, brainstorm possibilities, and make things. But this is not a familiar language for everyone”

               “Since the competition is a format with social currency in Indonesia, the team wanted to find out whether       
               it could be used peda gogically”
               “Could a competition help to educate residents about both environmental issues and the city government’s goals?”
               “Could a competition provide a setting for residents to imagine an alternative?”

From: Firm Foundation. SOCIAL DESIGN FIELD GUIDE: a handbook from experiences in participatory design in Indonesia

Type of project: Design competition with participation of residents from 3 different areas of Banjarmasin. The 
winner project was a port and public space in close relation to the river. 
Participants: Three groups of residents identified by the leaders of each neighborhood. One condition of having 
equal number of men and women.

Tools of the project
1.Transect walk: a transect walk is an activity for observing and documenting a 
neighborhood in collaboration with residents, and carrying out interviews.
Outcomes: hand-drawn map or collage. Photo documentation can also be combined 
with the map. Display the map in a prominent place at the next meeting.

2.Gallery walk: a gallery walk is a collaborative learning tool in which participants 
rotate from station to station either to respond to a specific set of questions or to hear 
a presentation.
Outcomes: the gallery walk can be followed up by a larger discussion between the 
groups to share ideas or clarify information. Discussion results should be document-
ed on flip chart paper for everyone to see.

3.Neighborhood model: physical models are powerful tools for getting residents to 
understand relationships between different areas of their neighborhood and across 
scales such as house, street, and district.
Outcomes: physical model of the neighborhood.

4.Problem tree: a problem tree is a facilitation tool that enables residents to analyze 
problems in their neighborhood through visualization.
Outcomes: hand-drawn problem trees and list of priority problems. After the exercise, 
groups can report back to all of the participants on the problems discussed.

5.Card game: card games facilitate quick brainstorming. This exercise uses cards to 
identify locations for programs, establish alternatives, and prioritize improvements.
Outcomes: prioritized list of sites with related programs.

6.Model-making: physical models are highly engaging tools for discussing potential 
improvements to physical space because participants can quickly move model pieces 
around to test out ideas.
Outcomes: model of design proposal and presentation.

From: Firm Foundation. SOCIAL DESIGN FIELD GUIDE: a handbook from experiences in participatory design in Indonesia

One of the facilitators talks with commu-
nity leaders during the transect walk.

The neighborhood model. The card game on the model of one of 
the areas of intervension.

One of the stations of the gallery walk. One of the groups discussing their  
problem tree.

One of the groups hands on the model 
for their proposal.

Pictures from: http://www.solokotakita.org/firmfoundation/
https://www.facebook.com/solo.kota.kita

Indicators about the project

Intensity of participation

Homogeneity of participants and scale

6 weeks of preparation before the workshops transect walk 3 days workshops 1 month of construction with the participation of 9 local workers1 week of meetings 
with residents

August 2012 April 2013

Participants on this project were mostly adults that had free time to attend a 3-day 
workshop, which makes the participants quite homogenous. Never the less, the facil-
itators put as a condition to have the same amount of women and men in the partici-
pants. 

2012 2013

1 3 5

2 4 6

Level of consensus

Firm Foundation is a participatory competition, what means that necessarily some of 
the outcomes will be excluded and only the winning project will be executed. It deals 
of course in a certain level with exclusion of people and issues, but the most signifi-
cant is the exclusion of outcomes. 

ISSUES
OUTCOMES

Consensus Exclusion

PEOPLE

OUTCOMES



Homogeneity of participants and scale

On this project there was no restriction of age or gender to participate and I imagine 
the participant being varied, from different ages, gender. However, because of the 
type of project the participants were most probably people with similar interest and 
backgrounds. 

(Dis)assembled at the Röda Sten Konsthall 
Gothenburg - SWEDEN

a

Key concepts

       “As the possibilities for the surrounding of Röda Sten still remain wide open, with (Dis)assembled,                    
       Röda Sten and STEALTH took a lea to turn the area into a testing ground.”

  “For three months (June – August 2011), we created a possibility for its users to physically transform the site. Much of what          
  could be necessary to assemble outdoor interventions had been prepared – for whoever takes the opportunity to act, alone or in collaboration”

              “On the floor of Röda Sten’s main exhibition space, people could find a collection of  materials and equipment   
              to go ahead and give space to their ideas - through a direct, think-on and hands-on format”

From: STEALTH.unlimited: www.stealth.ultd.net

Type of project: Private exhibition open to the public to participate. 
Participants: First group of ten people before the opening, then different groups over the two months that lasted 
the exhibition.

Tools of the project
1.Construction materials and equipment: Much of what could be necessary to as-
semble outdoor interventions has been prepared – for whoever takes the opportuni-
ty to act, alone or in a more challenging collaboration. On the floor of Röda Sten Art 
Centre’s main exhibition space, you will find materials and equipment to go ahead 
and give shape to your ideas.

2.Set of examples: Set amidst the items on the floor, you will also find a variety 
of inspiring examples of temporary spatial interventions (from a one-day park on a 
parking lot, urban gardening, an instant swimming pool, to a temporary opera on a 
subway station, and others). Watch how these international architecture and art prac-
tices make them – 72 Hour Urban Action (Bat Yam), atelier d’architecture autogérée 
(Paris), Babelgum/Kelly Loudenberg - New Urbanism (New York), Bruit du frigo (Bor-
deaux), EXYZT (Paris/London), raumlabor (Berlin) and Rebar (San Francisco).

3.Screening programme: (Dis)assembled is complemented by a screening program 
containing a number of video works by a group of international artists – Johanna Bill-
ing, Chto Delat, Latifa Echakhch, Mario Rizzi, Stefano Romano and Paola Yacoub. 
Their works are here to generate a discussion on our perception of the contemporary 
city, as a shared space that affects and is affected by our relations and interaction.

4.Experts’ assistance: Röda Sten Art Centre has assistance for the participants 
available, when they get into action individually or with others.

STEALTH.unlimited: www.stealth.ultd.net

(DIS)ASSEMBLED
by STEALTH.unlimited 

11 June – 21 August 2011

The project is sponsored by
Beijer Byggmaterial AB

Röda Sten 1 
414 51 Göteborg
031-12 08 16

konsthall / art centre

Röda Sten 1 
414 51 Göteborg
031-12 08 16
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The materials and equipment carefully organized 
on the floor of the exhibition space.

Pictures from: STEALTH.unlimited: www.stealth.ultd.net

The first group of participants deciding what to build 
and sketching.

Plan of the Röda Sten with the disposition of the different materials and equipments. Also the location of the exam-
ple projects, shown on televisions that are placed on the floor together with the equipment and material.

Indicators about the project

Intensity of participation

first group of participants before the 
exhibition opens to the public

the exhibition is open for 3 months during which there are 800 visitors and participants

June 11th, 2011 August 21st, 2011

2011

1

4

2

Level of consensus

(Dis)assembled deals mostly with exclusion of issues, giving that it is a very struc-
tured and planned participation, where a set of materials and tools are given to peo-
ple and even if there is total freedom to do whatever they want with them, the possi-
bilities are still somehow restricted. 

ISSUES

OUTCOMES

Consensus Exclusion

PEOPLE ISSUES



Social Urbanism - the PUI Nororiental and MIB
Medellín - COLOMBIA

a

Key concepts

            “Social Urbanism became the main framework for all urban projects, especially those located in the deprived       
            neighbourhoods of the city (BID, 2009). It was conceived as an urban strategy that combined simultaneously physical        
            transformations, social/institutional programs and participatory processes”

“The participatory process was designed so that the community would be involved in different ways during the different stages of the process.          
The participatory process and its activities were also designed to enhance community building and social capital”

        “The new partnerships can be seen in the Citizen Agreements that were done between the community and the administration in order to maintain  
        and sustain the new public spaces as well as the activities/programs that were placed in them (...). The citizen agreements have contributed    
        significantly to the sustainability of the projects.”

From: Calderon, C. (2012) - “Social Urbanism - Participatory urban upgrading in Medellin, Colombia”, in Lawrence, Yildiz & Kellett (ed.) “Requalifying the Built Environment: Challenges and Responses”. Hogrefe Publishing, Göttingen

Type of project: Mostly public and common spaces and some private housing. 
Participants: The community in general and community based organizations and representatives. Special effort 
was made to include kids and elderly.

Tools of the project
1.Public hearings: “As a first activity of the diagnosis stage the facilitators conduct-
ed several public hearings where the principles and methodology were introduced to 
the community. No master plan had been made at this moment.”

2.Community committees: “Additionally, “Community Committees (CC)” were cre-
ated during these meetings. These were small groups conformed by members of 
the community that joined voluntarily. These served as a representative group of the 
community and worked as a direct contact/reference group in the area during the pro-
cess.”

3.Workshops of urban perceptions (Talleres de imaginarios urbanos): “During the 
diagnosis stage, the community and the CCs were used to corroborate and contrib-
ute to the initial technical analysis done by the facilitators. This was done through an 
activity called “Talleres de Imaginarios Urbanos” (Workshops of Urban Perceptions). 
These included meetings with the community and field visits with the CCs, in which 
the main problems and opportunities of the area were identified and located”.

4.Master plan: “During the planning stage the facilitators made a master plan for the 
area, establishing different types of projects. These aimed mainly at the improvement 
and construction of new public spaces and public facilities, the recovery of natural 
areas and the upgrading and consolidation of housing units”.

5.Workshops of dreams and ideas for each project (Talleres de imaginarios por 
proyecto): “During the design phase the facilitators carried on a set of workshops with 
the community named “Talleres de Imaginarios por proyecto” (Workshops of Dreams 
and Ideas for each project). The purpose of the workshops was to define the specific 
use of each of the public spaces determined by the master plan”.

6.Activation and maintenance activities: “As part of the integrated principles of 
Social Urbanism, physical transformations were to go in hand with social and institu-
tional programs such as education, sports and recreation, culture and economic de-
velopment. Hence, the activation/maintenance stage aimed at “activating” in the new 
public spaces the community activities and social programs that were identified in the 
earlier stages of the project”. 

From: Calderon, C. (2012) - “Social Urbanism - Participatory urban upgrading in Medellin, Colombia”, in Lawrence, Yildiz & Kel-
lett (ed.) “Requalifying the Built Environment: Challenges and Responses”. Hogrefe Publishing, Göttingen

Pictures from: EDU - Medellín, Alcaldía de Medellín.

Some of the activities carried out during the activation and maintenance phase of the 
project. Here are the ‘communitarian agreements’, the ‘environmental days’ and ‘rec-
reational days’

Master plan of projects for the MIB (Integral Upgrading of Neighborhoods) and one of 
the specific areas of intervention. 

Indicators about the project

Intensity of participation

diagnosis planning design construction activation and maintenance
public hearings / creation of cc’s / workshops master plan / cc’s validate proposal workshops / design sketches / aprouval by cc’s people control quality  / employment of local labor inauguration  / different activities

Homogeneity of participants and scale

The participants on this project were very varied and there was a special effort made 
by the facilitators and authorities to include all ages and gender.  

2004 2007

6

4

Level of consensus

Social Urbanism is a project that probably deals with the exclusion in a certain level 
of both issues and outcomes. It treats areas with many problems and where people 
probably have many needs and demands, that the programs and activities of the 
project cannot solve all. 

ISSUES
OUTCOMES

Consensus Exclusion

PEOPLE ISSUES

OUTCOMES



2007

Homogeneity of participants and scale Level of consensus

Participants of this project are a heterogeneous group of inhabitants of an area of the 
city. There is local people with different backgrouds and also professionals in the area 
of planning, architecture and design. All ages and genders are also represented and 
active in the participation activities. 

ECObox is a project where there is exclusion of people, giving that it is a communal 
garden and not a public space. On the other hand there is not exclusion of issues or 
outcomes, and the project is very open to include different subjects and activities. 

Eco-Urban Network / ECObox 
Paris - FRANCE

a

Key concepts

          “A series of self-managed projects in the La Chapelle area of northern Paris which                 
          encourage residents to get access to and critically transform temporary misused or underused spaces”

  “We began this process by establishing a temporary garden constructed out of recycled materials. The garden, called ECObox,               
  has been progressively extended into a platform for urban criticism and creativity, which is curated              
  by the aaa members, residents and external collaborators and which catalyses activities at a local and trans-local level”

From: Atelier d’Architecture Autogérée. http://www.urbantactics.org

Type of project: Occupied common spaces. 
Participants: Culturally diverse, low-income and politically under-represented inner-city community. 
 

Tools of the project
1.Post-it wall: “The project started in June 2001 with a consultation on community 
spaces and a Post-it board where ‘gardens of words’ were drawn by inhabitants of 
different ages and cultural origins. Many people wanted places for children, green 
spaces, sports fields...”

From: ‘Loosing control, keeping desire’ by Doina Petrescu in Architecture & Participation 

2.Temporary garden: “ECObox projects take their form from a system of recycled 
shipping pallets laid out in a grid to form a series of walkways and garden plots. The 
shipping pallets are laid directly on the ground, two pallets deep. Voids left between 
them are filled with soil and used by community members as small allotment gar-
dens. The result is a patchwork landscape of flowers and edible plants, created and 
tended by local community members, who thus take ownership in it. This allows for 
gradual expansion and upgrades of the garden by its users.”

From: http://www.ryerson.ca/carrotcity/board_pages/community/ecobox.html

3.Mobile modules: “The process is fluid, and the products (garden, kitchen, library, 
tool bank, radio station) are mobile; both solidify and come to rest when and where 
they need to. This is an architectural design process at its most sustainable; the min-
imum of recycled materials used to create tight-fit “spatial tools” that are specific to 
time and function.”

From: http://www.domusweb.it/en/architecture/2007/11/14/ecobox-mobile-devices-and-urban-tactics.html

4.Various activities: “Over the five years (2001 - 2006) that aaa were actively in-
volved in its day-to-day running, Ecobox became a venue for cultural, social and 
economic activities, initiated by them and local residents; for example, Stalker/Osser-
vatorio Nomade organised a workshop and installation as part of their collaborative 
project ‘Via Egnatia’, whilst a group of residents ran a monthly market and others set 
up a small food business making use of the cooking module.”

From: http://www.spatialagency.net/database/aaa

Pictures from: http://www.ryerson.ca/carrotcity/board_pages/community/ecobox.html
http://www.bustler.net/index.php/article/2011_curry_stone_design_grand_prize_winner_announced_sustainable_architectu

http://basekamp.com/about/events/urban-tactics-atelier-autogéré-darchitecture

Collage showing the temporary garden and two 
different locations of the kitchen module.

The community gathered during an art 
activity with kids.

Construction of the garden and the 
kitchen module in use.

The local radio station. Panel showing the tools bank mobile module.

Indicators about the project

Intensity of participation

the process of ECObox and the ECO-Urban network has a constant intensity of participation of its facilitators and participants, both are users and builders of the project
2001

4 2 and 3 3 3

2, 3 and 4

PEOPLE
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Re-imagine our common 
spaces at school...

Let’s have a discussion about public par-
ticipation in the creation of our public, 
common and collective spaces.
As part of my master thesis in Sustain-
able Urban Planning and Design, I’m 
gathering students’ opinions and desires 
about this subject... 
If you come this Thursday 24th of April, 
anytime between 15:00 and 18:00, we 
will be sitting in the triangle of the 5th 
floor with coffee, tea, cookies and cake.   
I will also be showing you how to make 
these accordion notebooks out of left-
over pieces and reused paper, and you 
can give me in exchange your opinions, 
desires and ideas!

How would you like to participate in the creation of our 
common spaces at the school of architecture?

If you have any comments or questions please don’t hesitate to contact me! 
I’m Martin, my e-mail is martinph@kth.se and my phone number is +46-705803877.

Workshop 1
about the coommon spaces in school today

Results...
What people said

Conclusions...
About the tools:
1. The poster inviting people to participate was not clear enough about the time and duration of the workshop, had too much 
text and was not graphically attractive. The invitation on Facebook was not popular and did not bring any participants. 

2. The poster with the post-its was the most successful part of the workshop, even if at the beginning people were shy to 
start writing on it. Also after the workshop I decided to leave it hanging on the wall for about one week and wait for more peo-
ple to write on it. I changed its location a few times during the week. 

3. The sketchbook making activity was well received by the participants and they thought it was a nice thing to do but it was 
a bit disconnected to the subject. The idea of it was to attract people and make them want to participate but I think it was not 
clear enough from the beginning what it was about and people didn’t really understand what it was from the poster. 

About the subject of the workshop:
People in general like the space, especially how light it is. They dislike how dirty it can be sometimes and how people’s atti-
tudes don’t help to keep it clean and tidy. They feel bad for not socializing enough and think it would be nicer if people said 
hi to each other more often. Nevertheless they feel some sense of belonging and enjoy the fact that it’s not only a place to sit 
and eat but also a place to chitchat, hang out and have a break from the working spaces. 

Time: 24th of April 2014 from 15.00 to 18.00
Place: School of Architecture KTH. Common space on the fifth floor 
Number of people participating: 11

Tools...
1. Invitation for the workshop: Open invitation with posters on the 
walls of the school and invitation through Facebook to a group of 
391 people. 

2. Panel for thoughts and ideas: A panel with post-its for people to 
write their thoughts and ideas was available during the workshop 
and during the week after the workshop. The panel had blank post-
its prepared beforehand and a quote intended to inspire people to 
write. 

3. Sketchbook making: During the workshop I tried to teach peo-
ple how to make a simple sketchbook out of leftover pieces of paper 
from the printing room at school. This was intended to inspire peo-
ple to draw or sketch some of their ideas and also to attract them 
with something interesting to learn and in the meanwhile have 
conversations about the subject of the common spaces. 

“I like that the space 
is adaptable!”

“The students 
in Sweden are       
creative when 

having fika”

“Common spaces (just like 
public spaces) need an ob-
ject or element that attract 
people. It can be planned 
but it can also be sponta-
neous or improvised”

“It’s the place where we all 
make our phone calls be-

cause it feels more private, 
even if it actually is the less 

private place”

“The kitchens are the 
leftover spaces but in a 

good way” 

Description...
Purpose of the workshop: Find out people’s thoughts and ideas about the 
common spaces at school and at the same time try to find out the motivations 
that people had to participate.

Activities: we had informal talks about the common spaces in the school of 
Architecture KTH and some of the participants wrote their thoughts in a 
poster prepared for that. Most of the participants preferred to talk and tell 
their ideas to me instead of writing them down.
I also thought some of them how to make a notebook out of reused pieces of 
paper and we talked about the activities that can happen in the common spac-
es while we did this. The main activities brought up by the participants were 
eating, discussing and talking on the phone. Even if it is not a very private 
space to talk, people felt more comfortable having private phone calls in the 
common spaces than in the workshops. 

First observations: There were less people than expected and it was not very 
easy to find out their motivations. Some were there only because they know 
me, and they wanted to help me. Others wanted to know more about my per-
sonal work and we had conversations not only about the workshop but also 
about the subject of participation. Just two of them thought it was interest-
ing to gather student’s ideas about the common spaces and wrote down their 
thoughts on the poster. 

The poster with the post-its was prepared in advanced and put next to the tea and cookies so people wrote their thoughts and ideas when they were 
taking something to eat and drink.
The poster with the post-its was prepared in advanced and put next to the tea and cookies so people wrote their thoughts and ideas when they were 
taking something to eat and drink.

Some of the participants were thought how to do these notebooks while 
we had conversations about the common spaces.
Some of the participants were thought how to do these notebooks while 
we had conversations about the common spaces.

1.

2. 3.



Results...
What people said

Conclusions...

Re-imagine our common 
spaces at school...

These workshops are part of my master thesis in Sustainable Urban Planning and Design.
If you have any comments or questions please don’t hesitate to contact me! 
I’m Martin, my e-mail is martinph@kth.se and my phone number is +46-705803877.

Last week I asked some students to share 
with me their thoughts and ideas about the 
common spaces in our school.

This time we will talk about 
the new school of architecture 
at KTH...

If you come next Wednesday 7th of May any-
time between 15:00 and 18:00, we will be in 
the triangle of the 5th floor with tea and fika 
to share our thought and ideas about the 
common spaces at school. 
These desires will be sent to the architects 
who already expressed their interest in the 
results of our discussion!!

Axonometric view of the project by Tham & Videgård Arkitekter

Wednesday 
7th of May

15:00 to 18:00

About the tools:
1. The invitation was made again with a poster that was graphically improved from the poster of workshop 1. It still had too 
much text and even if the time and date were shown more clearly in a black circle, the duration was not clear enough and 
apparently that made some people not participate thinking that they had to stay for the whole 3 hours. 

2. The panel was again quite successful and this time people felt freer to write on it. There were less people writing on it after 
the workshop because it was difficult to know what exactly they had to write about. Even if the poster was put on the wall with 
a plan of the new building, people did not understand what space they were supposed to comment on. 

3. The sketching was the most successful part of this workshop. Even if with some of the students we ended up talking about 
other parts of the building other than the common spaces, it demonstrated to be a good tool because it allowed talking over 
concrete ideas. 

About the subject of the workshop:
The general thought about the common spaces (pausrum/pentry on the architects’ plans) in the new school was that it is a 
strange shape, which might not be very comfortable or practical. Also that there is no natural light, so it will not be a pleasant 
place to hang out and therefore people will probably choose to have lunch in their work places or outside the building instead 
of staying there. People in general are skeptical of these spaces and don’t find them very attractive. 

Workshop 2
about the coommon spaces in the future school

Tools...
1. Invitation for the workshop: Open invitation with posters on the 
walls of the school.

2. Panel for thoughts and ideas: A panel with post-its for people to 
write their thoughts and ideas was available during the workshop 
and during the week after the workshop. The panel had blank post-
its prepared beforehand and a quote intended to inspire people to 
write. 

3. Sketching over plans: During the workshop we had the plans of 
the new school of architecture and we disscused with the partici-
pants about the interior design of the workspaces and the kitchens 
on every floor. The main concerns were about the noice in the big 
working spaces and the lack of natural light and air in the kitch-
ens. Also the shape of the plan of the kitchen wich some students 
thought it was strange and uncomfortable. 

Time: 7th of May 2014 from 15.00 to 18.00
Place: School of Architecture KTH. Common space on the fifth floor
Number of participants: 5

“The common spaces are 
where you come to relax, look 

“In the project of the new 
school they are in the center 
of the building with no win-
dows to the outside!”

outside and 
see some-
thing differ-
ent out the 
window”

“People will choose to 
eat in their working 

places instead of using 
the kitchens because 

they look too small and 
not cozy”

“It seems like all are hard 
programmed spaces”

“Where is the Thurs-

“Will we have a place out-
side, like the courtyard we 

have today?”

day’s bar 
going to 
take place?”

There was a good discussion with some of the participants around the plans. Some even adventured in taking pen and color pencils and sketch their 
ideas, not only about the common spaces but about other aspects of the building. 

Three of the participants writing on the post-its.

Description...
Purpose of the workshop: Ask students about their ideas and desires for the 
common spaces in the new school of architecture. Also ask about how they 
would like to participate in the process of moving to the new school. 

Activities: we talked around the plans for the new school of Architecture and 
the images sent by the architects. We discussed over sketching paper to try to 
make the students think in architectural terms and come up with ideas about 
how they would like to design their common spaces.  

First observations: not so many people showed up, but there were 3 students 
from the first year that were very interested about the subjects because they 
will be affected personally with the change of school. They participated very 
actively and responded very well specially to the post-its poster. They were a 
bit shy about sketching over the plans but they did discuss very openly about 
them. They said they were never asked to participate before in any activity re-
garding the change of school and that they would have liked to be included in 
the design process. 

1.

2. 3.

What people drew



Re-imagine our common 
spaces at school...

These workshops are part of my master thesis in Sustainable Urban Planning and Design.
If you have any comments or questions please don’t hesitate to contact me! 
I’m Martin, my e-mail is martinph@kth.se and my phone number is +46-705803877.

On Wednesday 28th of May starting from 
15:00 there will be tea and cookies  if you 
want to come and share your coments and 
ideas!

This week!
26-30 May

1:1scale plan drawing of the kitchens of the new school of archi-
tecture...Fifth floor triangle! Come and see how it fits (or not!) 
and leave your comments for the architects...

Workshop 3
about visualizing the common spaces of the future school
Time: 27th of May 2014 from 15.00 to 18.00
Place: School of Architecture KTH. Common space on the fifth floor 
Number of people participating: 12 (+ around 25 others!)

Tools...
1. Invitation for the workshop: Open invitation with posters on the 
walls of the school. This time I tried to be clearer about the time 
and reduced the amount of text. I kept the same color and font to 
keep it coherent with the previous two workshops.

2. Plan scale 1:1 of the ‘pentry/pausrum’ of the new school: I want-
ed to compare the two spaces, in the current and future school of 
architecture. To do this I started by drawing with tape a 1:1 plan 
of the kitchens (pausrum/pentry) of the new school in one of the 
kitchens of the current school. I also drew the elevation of the place 
for the cabinets, the sinks and the microwaves on one of the walls, 
to give a better idea of the space. 

3. Panel for thoughts and ideas: I did once again a poster with a 
quote, some questions and blank post-its for people to write on 
them. 

Description...
Purpose of the workshop: After workshop 1 and 2 where we talked about 
common spaces in the current school and in the project for the new building, 
I wanted to finish by bringing these two spaces together and compare them 
in a fun and attractive way. The purpose of the workshop is to see how people 
react to the drawing on scale 1:1 of the new school’s kitchens in one of the 
kitchens of the current school of architecture. 

Activities: Like in workshop 1 and 2 I had informal talks with the participants 
and I asked some of them to write on the post-it poster prepared beforehand. 
It happened by chance that a group of students were having a celebration at 
the same time of the workshop so they participated by trying to fit their tables 
in the simulated space of the new kitchens.

Results: This time the participation was very disperse since the day coincided 
with the final presentation of some of the courses. This meant that there was 
a lot of people moving around the school and some where curious about the 
drawing on the walls and the floor and stopped just for a few minutes. There 
were around 6 participants with whom I was able to sit and talk for longer 
and have more feedback. 

Results...
What people said

Conclusions...

What people did

About the tools:
1. The first person participating on this workshop told me that he came because he saw the poster. He also told me that he 
saw the previous posters but didn’t have time to participate in the previous workshops. This time the poster was made in a 
clearer way and had less text, what makes it easier to read and sends a more direct message. 

2. The 1:1 scale plan was definitely the most successful tool of this workshop. People responded very well to it and thought it 
was a great idea to visualize new spaces. Some people had some difficulties understanding it and needed an explanation, but 
others even recognized the shape of the room before they saw the explanation. Some people commented on how helpful it 
was and that they would use it in the future when projecting new spaces.

3. On the other hand, this time the panel of thoughts and ideas was less successful. People had some difficulties understand-
ing the quote and the question and I had to explain to most of them before they answered. Even if the questions are quite 
open and they could answer almost anything, the complexity of the quote confused most of the people.  

About the subject of the workshop:
This experience confirmed some of the ideas of workshop 2. People kept commenting how strange the shape is and how nar-
row is the passage in front of the microwaves. This makes people worry because they know how busy the microwaves are 
during lunchtime and sometimes there is a line of people waiting to heat their food. In this new plan there is not enough 
space in front of the microwaves. Also that the space is clearly divided in two and this will make people communicate and 
share less. Again the worries about the natural light were brought up and that people will probably end up having lunch in 
their workspaces or somewhere else. 

2. 3.

The process of ‘drawing’ the 1:1 plan on the floor, with the help of the 
plans and a measuring tape

Some students having lunch on the tables put in the position that they 
are shown in the plans of the project. 

The post-its panel prepared for the workshop and one of the tables placed 
in the position shown in the plans of the project.

The same day of the workshop there was a group of students who need-
ed the space to have a celebration after their last presentation. For this 
they had to bring more tables and chairs, and prepared this long table for 
around 25 people.

After most of them finished eating I talked to them and they agreed to 
adapt the dispositions of their tables to fit them inside the plan of the new 
school’s kitchens, proving that the space was too tight for a long table for 
25 people.

“This is like my illus-
trator file exploded!!”

“Participatory processes ex-
pose people to information, 

some will act on it and some 
will not but at least they are 
exposed to it and next time 

they will not start from cero” 

“The participation in the 
moving of the school is only 
to create an illusion of par-
ticipation”



About the role of the planner
As planners we will often be the ones initiating the participatory process. To 
do this we will have to communicate with all other actors and coordinate and 
deal with complex situations. One of the risks of being the planner, facilita-
tor and initiator of the process is to ‘do to much’ and be to ‘strict’, not leaving 
enough space for the participants/users to develop their ideas about the par-
ticipatory process, which is ultimately their process. Too organized or ‘pre-
formed’ participation can result in ‘preformed’ and expected results. Archi-
tects and planners should accept loosing control and become one more of the 
participants (Doina Petrescu 2005).

From the study cases I learned that there are many different possibilities of 
who initiates the participatory process. In one of them it was the authorities 
(Medellín) in two of them were the facilitators (Gothenburg and Banjarmasin) 
and in one of them was the facilitators/users/inhabitants (Paris). In my per-
sonal experience with the process at KTH I initiated a set of parallel activities 
taking the role of the facilitator/initiator and experienced the difficulties of 
having to get people to participate and to reach the authorities when they are 
needed. 

The planner can also take a less active role and be there as part of a more 
technical team of participants with someone else as facilitator. This is the case 
of Medellín, where the initiators are the authorities/politicians and the archi-
tects/planners have more of a role supporting the process.

Our role as planers can differ from project to project, but if we happen to be 
the initiators or facilitators, we should be aware of not taking too much con-
trol over the participatory process, leaving the participants/users limited in 
their power. 

About desire
Desire to participate is the key for participation. This subject was one of the 
most difficult things to find out when looking at the case studies. Most of the 
documentation about the cases tells about the tools, about the activities, the 
participants and the results, but they don’t particularly mention people’s de-
sires, if they wanted to participate and how. 

The project that has the best information about this is ECObox in Paris, where 
the people who needed and wanted spaces for recreation and other commu-
nal activities initiated the project and this resulted in a community garden. 
Doina Petrescu writes about desire in her article ‘Loosing control, keeping 
desire’ and refers many times to the project of ECObox, what gives us a good 
idea about the subject in relation to this project. One of the quotes that she 
uses in her article is of one of the inhabitants of La Chapelle (the area where 
ECObox is located in Paris) saying that the project is what gives her the power 
to go out from her place (Architecture & Participation, p.45). 

Even if the information about the other cases is little, I still dare to conclude 
that desire was an important part of the success of these projects. None of 
them could have succeeded if people didn’t want to participate and if their de-
sires were not translated into something concrete after the participation pro-
cess. When it comes to desire to participate I can imagine some similarities in 
the projects of Banjarmasin and Medellín. They both are projects in deprived 
areas of a city with social and economical problems. In these two places there 
is an initiator who comes from outside the community and offers to the in-
habitants the possibility to participate. The community engages because they 
trust somehow the facilitators and they believe that a change can be made if 
they take part in the participatory process. The case of ECObox is slightly dif-
ferent because the initiators are also part of the community and users. The 
case of (Dis)assembled in Gothenburg is even more different, giving that the 
purpose of it is more artistic, the result is temporary and the participants are 
not necessarily inhabitants of the area that will benefit from the final result. 
Here the participants do it probably for the fun of participating, not because 
they will benefit directly as users of the final result. The tools that I identified 
in the different cases can give us a clue about the differences in the desire 
to participate. The two cases of Banjarmasin and Medellín have similar tools 
when it comes to gathering people around workshops with simple activities 
(models, panels, games) that help them express their desires so that the facili-
tators can translate those in more concrete terms and take them to term. The 
tools in ECObox are more hands-in, like for example the communal gardens 
made of reused simple materials. In this case the desire of the participants is 
to take the change in their own hands, and not leave it in the hands of author-
ities or external facilitators. In Gothenburg the tools are for the participants 
to use them directly. The purpose of the project is a more direct participation 
and the desire of people is the participation in itself. 

These four examples are project with different purposes and publics; this is 
reflected in the desire to participate of the users. In the projects of Banjarma-
sin and Medellín there was a clear initiative from the authorities or facilita-
tors, then the public was reached and they expressed their desire to make a 
chance by participating in the workshops organized for them. In the project 
of Paris, the desire of the users was what gave birth to the project. In Gothen-
burg the desire to participate was used consciously by the facilitators for the 
purpose of their artistic intervention. 

During the workshops I conducted at KTH I realized how difficult it is to 
make people realize themselves what they want. Also that people sometimes 
don’t want to participate and are not really interested in the subject, making 
the whole participation process useless. 

Considerations about participation and desire. For any practitioner or group 
of practitioners wishing to work with participation I would recommend to 
start by considering why would the participants would like to participate and 
how they would like to participate. In the four cases studied I could identify 
reasons why the users would like to participate and I imagine the facilitators 
(if they where other than the users) had an idea of what those reasons were 
and how they would be the engines of the process. In the workshops that I 
conducted in KTH I did not have a clear idea of why someone would like to 
participate, other than the idea that their ideas will be heard by the architects 
or maybe the cookies and tea that I offered. 

About my part in the process at KTH
When I first started to find information about the participatory process at the 
school of architecture at KTH I experienced some difficulties to find out where 
this process was happening and when. As a foreign student from another 
department (not from the architecture school) it was not easy to find it and 
to make part of it. Of course the language is a barrier and since the current 
participatory process is in Swedish it was impossible for me to take real part 
in it; also because I arrived in an advanced stage of the process. Nevertheless, 
I took part in one of the meetings and was very welcomed by the facilitators, 
the architects and the participants. 

Instead of participating in this process I decided to do some parallel work-
shops in English, where I could test some of the tools of the case studies and 
some other tools that I thought about on the way. For example I used the idea 
of a wall of post-its where people could put their thoughts and ideas, like they 
did at the beginnings of ECObox. This proved to be a good tool but I did some 
mistakes when I formulated the questions. Some of them were too compli-
cated or not specific enough and people were lost at the moment of writing. I 
also accompanied the questions with a quote, which was also too complicated 
and confused the participants. The tool of the 1:1 scale plan of the kitchens of 
the new school was in a way the most successful and appealing to people. Par-
ticipants and non-participants of the workshops were commenting on it in 
a positive way and they all thought it was a good idea and a good tool to com-
pare these two spaces. 

From the study cases and the literature I understood and identified three 
different set of actors (participants, facilitators and authorities). From these 
actors I choose to take the role of facilitator in the participation process. This 
was because I’m neither a user since I will not use the new building for the 
school, neither an authority at KTH. Therefore I put myself in the role of a fa-
cilitator. This was a choice that was kind of obvious, but at the same time it 
became very difficult to be a facilitator that does not have direct channels of 
communication with the authorities and also is not that close to the partici-
pants. I had to struggle with language barriers and with certain indifference 
from the authorities that not always showed interest in my research. Once 
again I understand this, since it could seem that my project didn’t have real 
purpose or real possibilities to make a change in the official participation pro-
cess. 

I learnt that there are many mistakes that can be done when initiating and 
conducting a participatory process, but to realize this I had to make them and 
find them out for myself. I understood better the complexity of participation 
and the importance of taking into consideration all factors and actors in the 
process. I think the fact that I arrived late to the official participatory design 
process and I had to make a parallel set of workshops was confusing for some 
people and they did not feel the need to participate in a process in which they 
were already asked to participate before. Also that I was not clear enough 
about the purpose of the workshops and this confused the participants and 
myself. I should have been able to explain in a few simple words what was the 
purpose of it and what would be the gain for the participants. Like I said be-
fore, there should have been a clear purpose and I (as the initiator and facili-
tator of the process) should have had an idea of why would people want to par-
ticipate if I wanted them to engage more with the project. It is very important 
to understand not only our personal desires but also the ones of the other 
actors of the process. 

If I look back on my experience I would also reconsider carefully other fac-
tors like the place and time of the workshops. These are crucial factors for the 
success of any participatory activity. I choose the time that was more suitable 
for me and the place where I was feeling comfortable, instead of asking to 
the participants where and when they would like to participate. My idea was 
that with the first workshop I would probably get a group of participants that 
would like to continue with me and take part on future workshops. That way I 
could have had contact with the participants and asked them about when and 
where they would like to have it. Unfortunately this did not happen and I had 
the second and third workshop in the same place and time as the first one. 
The bad timing was an issue that I could not control, and I did not have many 
options at the end because I was running out of time. The last two workshops 
were held during exam weeks or even after some of the students had already 
finished with their project and therefore they were not at school. 

About the tools that I choose for the workshops, I think again I was not clear 
enough with where I wanted to get and what were the results I expected. I 
think the post-its walls were a good idea but maybe it was not necessary to re-
peat it every time, but to keep one that included all the workshops and had a 
clearer question. The sketchbook making from the first workshop was good in 
the sense that people enjoyed it but it was very little related with the subject 
and I didn’t really get anything from it. During the second workshop it was 
very clear the intention of the sketching and it did become the central part 
of the workshop. The only bad thing is that we took some distance from the 
specific subject of the common spaces and it became more of a critique to the 
building itself. Some students began to sketch new ideas for the façade and for 
the shape of the building, which was not the subject of the workshop. For the 
third workshop, the tool of the 1:1 scale plan of the kitchens was the most suc-
cessful and it attracted people and triggered interesting conversations and 
interactions. This tool was not taken from the case studies but inspired by the 
work of the group of architects Stiftung Freizeit, based in Berlin.
I choose these tools, and one tool per workshop (+ the post-its wall) because I 
wanted to keep it clear and simple, but at the same time I restricted the activi-
ties that could have happened during the workshop and did not take the most 
from the people who were actually willing to participate. If I have had a more 
structured agenda for each one of the workshops I could have had more en-
gaged participants and gotten more from them. At the end I think it all comes 
back to the understanding of people’s desire to participate. If I have had a 
clearer vision of this, I would have been able to design more consciously the 
workshops and gotten more from them. 

One of the difficulties that I already mentioned was to integrate my project 
with the official participatory process at KTH. This was of course because of 
language barriers and also because I arrived in an advanced stage of this pro-
cess and I had not much possibilities to take real part in it. As I got from con-
versations with some students, the participation process has not been very 
open and they have the idea that it is only to fill in the requirements of partic-
ipation but that it is not genuine. On the other hand I know that some of the 
demands of the students were heard and especially in the design of the kitch-
ens (pantry/pausrum) they managed to get microwaves where there were not 
suppose to exist, and sofas instead of chairs. Also in relation to the workspac-
es, the school did a mock-up of the tables and furniture and put in the cafete-
ria of school for a few weeks and asked the student’s opinions about it. I think 
this gave a good impression about the participatory process because it includ-
ed everyone. 

Unfortunately it is very difficult to me to compare it with any of my case stud-
ies, especially because it is a process that started in an advanced stage of the 
project and did not include participation from the beginning. Giving that it 
was a competition and that the architectural design was decided by the win-
ning architectural firm and by the jury of the competition, it did not include 
participation (as far as I know) during these first stages of the process. The 
participation in the project came later, with the design of the interior of the 
working and study places. By this I don’t want to diminish the importance 
of the participation in the design of the interior of the building, but I want to 
make a clear distinction between this and the project that I studied, where the 
participation took part from the first stages of the process and it shaped the 
projects from the beginning. 

Conclusions
what I learnt and what I will use from this project in the future...


