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Abstract:

This paper outlines the participatory tools utilised in the IN-HABIT Horizon 2020 project, aimed at co-creating solutions for
inclusive health and wellbeing (IHW) in four small to medium-sized European cities. Unlike conventional studies that prioritise
greening measures for health and wellbeing, IN-HABIT highlights inclusivity, gender equality, and broad social involvement. Each
city established a thematic emphasis within IHW, leading to the creation of four distinct projects. The co-creation methodology
aims to improve public participation in these initiatives by including the theory of change, sustainable integrated development, and
participatory action research, with the objective of engaging stakeholders and enabling IN-HABIT members to monitor and self-
document their progress. The duration of IN-HABIT has facilitated the analysis of how these methodologies have been adaptively
modified in response to changing public engagement dynamics over 5 years. The paper concludes with reflections on deviations,
commonalities, and transnational learning across the four urban contexts.

Keywords: Citizen Participation, Co-Creation, Inclusive Health and Wellbeing, Co-Management, Nature-Based Solutions,
Public Private People Partnerships.

Resumen:

Este articulo describe las herramientas participativas utilizadas en el proyecto IN-HABIT del programa Horizonte 2020, cuyo
objetivo es la creacién colaborativa de soluciones para la salud y el bienestar inclusivos (IHW) en cuatro pequefias y medianas
ciudades europeas. A diferencia de estudios convencionales, que priorizan intervenciones ecoldgicas para la salud y el bienestar, IN-
HABIT hace hincapié en la inclusién, igualdad de género y una amplia participacién social. Cada ciudad estableci6 un enfoque
temético dentro del ITHW dando lugar a cuatro proyectos distintos. La metodologia de cocreacién pretende mejorar la participacién
publica en estas iniciativas mediante el uso de herramientas basadas en la teorfa del cambio, el desarrollo sostenible integrado y
la investigacidn-accién participativa, con el objetivo de implicar a las partes interesadas y permitir a los miembros de IN-HABIT
supervisar y autodocumentar sus progresos. La duracién del proyecto IN-HABIT ha permitido analizar cémo se han modificado
adaptativamente estas metodologfas en respuesta a la cambiante dindmica de la participacién publica a lo largo de cinco afios.
El documento concluye con reflexiones sobre las desviaciones, los puntos en comtn y el aprendizaje transnacional en los cuatro
contextos urbanos.

Palabras clave: participacién ciudadana, cocreacidn, salud y bienestar inclusivos, cogestién, soluciones basadas en la naturaleza,
asociacién publico-privada-popular.
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Resumo:

Este documento descreve as ferramentas participativas utilizadas no projeto IN-HABIT Horizon 2020, que visa 4 cocriagio de
solugées para a satide e o bem-estar inclusivos (IHW) em quatro cidades europeias de pequeno e médio porte. Diferentemente
dos estudos convencionais que priorizam medidas ecoldgicas para a satide e o bem-estar, o IN-HABIT destaca a inclusio, a
igualdade de género e 0 amplo envolvimento social. Cada cidade estabeleceu uma énfase temética no IHW/, o que levou & criagio de
quatro projetos distintos. A metodologia de cocriagio visa a melhorar a participagio publica nessas iniciativas, incluindo a teoria
da mudanga, o desenvolvimento integrado sustentdvel e a pesquisa de agio participativa, com o objetivo de envolver as partes
interessadas e permitir que os membros do IN-HABIT monitorem e autodocumentem seu progresso. A duragio do IN-HABIT
facilitou a andlise de como essas metodologias foram modificadas de forma adaptativa em resposta s mudangas na dinimica do
engajamento publico ao longo de cinco anos. O artigo conclui com reflexdes sobre desvios, pontos em comum e aprendizado
transnacional nos quatro contextos urbanos.

Palavras-chave: participacio do cidadio, cocriagio, saide ¢ bem-estar inclusivos, cogestio, solu¢oes baseadas na natureza,
parcerias publico-privadas.

Introduction

The intellectual and practice-oriented experiences of public participation in (collaborative) urban planning
has today an established legacy over time, with wealth and varieties in terms of methodologies for public
engagement, tools, approaches and process of formalisation and in some cases, institutionalisation in different
localities (Lane, 2005; Hofer & Kaufmann, 2023; Charland, 2024). In the last years, the attention to multi-
level participatory framework has been diverted to analyze sustainability transitions as a means to tackle
interconnected polycrises encompassing climate, societal, and economic challenges adversely affecting the
liveability of contemporary cities (Siirild & Salonen,2024).

In particular, increasingly participative and co-creative nature-based solutions (NBS) are considered a
fundamental approach for urban contexts to reverse the trend of natural resources” depletion adversely
affecting biodiversity, health and wellbeing, to the detriment of the most vulnerable in societies. As a result
of this pressing situation calling for a broad spectrum of stakeholders to take responsibility for these crises
across various governmental levels and territorial scales, public participation has taken on new significance,
encouraging cooperation and co-creation towards alternative systems of production and consumption that
restore ecological balance. According to this line of thought, the promise of co-creation and participation
helps to identify opportunities to address specific needs and urban transformation imaginaries of various
citizen segments and to match engagement strategies to cities’ participatory cultures (Nunes et al., 2024;
Wamsler et al., 2020), emphasize the reconnection of people and nature (Kronenberg et al., 2024) with the
ultimate scope of creating collaborative processes to develop more socially just cities.

However, co-creation and participatory approaches, with the novel interpretation of building better
environmentally conscious solutions to achieve health and wellbeing, still entail the risks addressed in
the seminal work on public participation (Arnstein, 1969). These include power imbalances reinforcing
existing economic power structures as much as the risks of tokenism, co-optation and instrumentalization.
Despite literature critically highlighting these and other pitfalls and limitations (Kiss et al., 2022), a growing
depoliticised push from international institutions incentivising co-creative approaches for NBS in cities
can be seen in many funded research projects (Mahmoud & Morello, E. 2021) including the one analysed
in this paper, together with the designs of guidelines for effective co-creation with inclusive collaboration
(Nunes et al,, 2024). Yet, there is no one single participatory design that ensures delivery of better results
in terms of inclusivity and sustainability (Dushkova & Haase, 2023). Ultimately, the question pertains to
the effective potential of collaborative, environmentally sensitive methodologies for health and wellbeing
to catalyse significant societal transformation, directly tangible at the urban scale (Leino & Puumala, 2021;
Van Eijk, et al, 2023). Given the intricacy of the issues and variables involved, social transformation
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cannot be accomplished solely by the implementation of advanced participatory tools and procedures.
Nevertheless, different participatory tools might be more effective than others in integrating public values
into decision-making, facilitating dispute resolution, fostering trust among stakeholders, and ultimately
inducing transformative change. In order to understand that, the paper analyses the design and adoption
of participatory tools, in the process of co-creation for transnational learning in four small and medium
size European cities, with the scope to get insights and knowledge on the cocreation engagement and the
power dynamics affecting the democratic self-determination of stakeholders in newly established governance
frameworks.

Supported by EU Horizon 2020 grant through the IN-HABIT project, the four cities are enabled to
co-design solutions in four distinct fields, focussing namely on culture and heritage as a trigger to activate
the neighbourhood in Cordoba (Spain); food to nurture daily healthier lifestyles in Riga (Latvia); human-
animal bonds as a new relational urban value in Lucca (Italy); art, greening environment to reconnect places
and people in Nitra (Slovakia), while addressing context-dependent vulnerable groups such as children,
elderly, women, persons with disability, ethnic minorities and migrants. The scope of the co-creation
participatory design was to expand the capacity of the project partners to engage stakeholders with a
strong Gender, Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (GDEI) approach, and improve the polycentric governance
towards Visionary Inclusive Solutions (VIS). The challenge was to design a coherent methodology able to
set procedures and tools for all the different contextual situations, social ecosystems and articulated phases
of the project.

This paper presents the main elements of the set of tools supporting the co-creation process, which
were established at the inception of the IN-HABIT project and subsequently refined over the five-year
implementation period. First, grounded in and elaborated upon the theory of co-production, the engagement
framework of IN-HABIT draws from the work of Elinor Ostrom and her workshop at Indiana University
(Ostrom 1990; Parks et al. 1981), which posits the essentiality of active beneficiary participation for the
effective provision of services. A conceptual scheme for the coproduction process, termed Frame for Change
(F4C), has been designed as a chart illustrating the essential components of a general transformational
process (Tripodi, 2024). F4C is employed to map the distinctive features of each of the four projects and
to structure them into a comparable format. Second, the participatory design required specific tools for
engagement and for documenting the participatory process throughout the years. The tools adopted were
inspired by knowledge exchange in transnational programs for European cities and programmes (Medeiros &
Van der Zwet, 2020; Hurtado, 2024; Dominguez-Gonzélez & Navarro Yanez, 2023 ). Particular emphasis was
placed on mapping the social ecosystems of stakeholders. The tools were designed to allow everyone access
to participation but a specific attention has been devoted to vulnerable groups and individuals excluded,
marginalised, usually left out in the decision making process of the localities of the project. Disenfranchised
and vulnerable people are indeed the main beneficiaries of INHABIT and tools have been designed to
facilitate their untapped capacities to achieve real impacts and future sustainability of the project. Third,
INHABIT work has been inspired by the adoption of the Participated Integrated Sustainable Urban
Development (SUD) approach. promoted by the EUCOM to assist cities and governing authorities in
designingand implementing integrated urban strategies in accordance with the EU’s cohesion policy (Fioretti
et al,, 2020). This approach has guided the drafting and definition of the local action plans of the cities,
through a self - assessment grid adopted to allow the monitoring of the project’s advancements. Fourth, to
enhance the capabilities of local institutions to act in coproduction new local governance structures were
established through stakeholder boards called IN-HUBs. The IN-HUB has the mandate of coordinating
different participatory arenas with the scope of reaching consensus in designing and implementation of
integrated local policies through local pacts and agreements. This required the design of a set of specific tools
for drafting and sharing pacts, agreements in a transparent way. Fifth, a comprehensive tool called INHABIT
Inclusive Transition Pathway (ITPath) was designed to overlook the participatory lay-out. It represents the
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parallel co-evolution of the four cities’ stakeholder ecosystem and the effects produced on the territories.
The four ITPaths, one for each city, document both formal and informal agreements established during the
process in a unified format.

In conclusion, while public participation and co-creation in urban planning have advanced significantly,
their capacity to drive systemic societal transformation remains deeply contingent on context-specific factors.
This paper demonstrates that the effectiveness of participatory tools is shaped by local dynamics, stakeholder
engagement, and governance structures. By examining the IN-HABIT project’s participatory tools and
approaches to monitor their adoption, the study offers critical insights into how tailored coproduction
designs can foster inclusive health and wellbeing, highlighting both the progress made and the persistent
challenges in realizing transformative urban change.

Frame for Change

The IN-HABIT project started its co-creation path with defining a framework for stakeholder engagement
named Frame4Change (F4C). The Theory of Change (Taplin & Clark 2012) posits that the process is
directed towards the anticipated change (outputs) by examining the necessary preconditions to facilitate
that change. The framework was designed to synthetically schematise the essential components of a
generic transformative process, and puts at its centre the concept of change, around which are
presented concentrically, in form of loops, three main analytical layers: the dimensions of transformation,
the variables regulating the process, and the categories of action, as illustrated in figure 1.!
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FIGURE 1.
Frame4Change

Source: Own elaboration.

The first category, identifying main fields of transformation, pertains to the primary phenomenological
shift brought about by the process. Places relate to the spatial dimension, people to the social dimension,
practices to the realm of production or the economies, objectives to the strategic or normative aspect. The
premise is that every transformative process begins with a definite purpose: it may be focused on spatial
development or on improving the welfare of a community, on promoting economic growth locally rather
than modifying the planning instruments of a territory. Any transformative process engages to a certain
extent with all these dimensions, but the original perspective triggering the initiative plays a crucial role in
shaping the form and organisation of the process. For instance, architectural disciplinary perspectives may
strongly influence the way in which we tackle an urban regeneration initiative, but we need to enquire how
the solutions envisaged affect the local community, its economy and the planning and policy framework
applied to that context; the same can be said from each original entry point we consider. The first loop of
the Frame4Change enhances a reflection on how the initial disciplinary perspective from which a project is
designed influences its impacts in other related fields, or its integration.

The second loop presents four key variables that determine the conditions to which the process needs to
be adapted to achieve positive effects. The first factor is language, which encompasses aspects such as the
natural languages used in the partnership (e.g., translating transnational projects and EU policies into local
contexts, including minorities and migrant groups as beneficiaries or stakeholders), as well as the collision of
different disciplinary languages and technical jargons within a large multidisciplinary partnership. Likewise,
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it involves translating policy and legal language from programmes, agreements, and contracts into easily
comprehensible formulations for the public. Indeed, a crucial part of managing complex integrated projects
is about translation, ensuring that the goal, agreements, and implementations of the initiative are easily
understood and apparent to both partners and beneficiaries in a clear and open manner. Once a common
language is set, we can move to assess or set the expectations. A comprehensive understanding of the
expectations held by all stakeholders involved in the process is vital, especially when dealing with ambitious
participatory procedures that require the involvement and support of citizens in a collaborative endeavour.
Properly managing expectations and being prepared to reassess project objectives and procedures when the
participants’ expectations change is crucial and should be considered throughout the entire process. The
third essential variable is that of procedures, referring to the variety of methods by which “things are done”
This includes how responsibilities and tasks are distributed among the partners and how the partnership is
established. Procedures play a crucial role in the framework by providing evidence to assess, analyse and report
the engagement process. They are documented in official documents, contracts, and formal and informal
agreements that are established and implemented throughout the effort. Finally, the fourth essential variable
of the transformative process is #ime. The succession, interplay and dependencies of different activities and
contributions determines critically the quality of the results, and the correct timing of singular actions makes
them result in larger impacts than their sum. Time is of course the dimension that defines the processual
nature of the project and is necessary to represent and evaluate its capacity to produce future impacts and its
sustainability and permanence.

The third loop in the F4C scheme encompasses eight different types of activities required to advance
the process. It starts ideally from reconnaissance, indicating the natural and direct process of understanding
a socio-spatial situation through sensory experiences such as observation, spatial exploration, listening
and reading. Communication involves the creation of guidelines, channels and codifications for sharing
information about the project and its findings with partners, beneficiaries, and larger audiences. Assessment
means the various actions that involve organising, systematising, evaluating and representing knowledge
that has been created. This includes arranging data in formats that can be shared and made use of, such as
databases, maps, surveys, baselines, evaluations, etc. Cooperation is about defining tasks, roles and procedures
for the collaborative implementation of the project, including all management activities. Visioning refers to
the activities aimed at imagining solutions, formulating hypotheses and outlining future scenarios. Design
includes all the operations linked with developingideas and plans into specific solutions necessary to generate
the results of the project. Implementation regards the concrete execution of such ideas, plans and solutions
into actual deliveries. Maintenance means the ongoing and long-term preservation of the project’s outcomes,
both during and after its completion.

The circular shape implies a perfect cycle that starts with the initial reconnaissance and concludes with
the maintenance of project outcomes. However, the causality of the phases in a transformative process is
a lofty abstraction that does not align with reality. Activities occur simultaneously, irregularly intersecting
and blending together. Any one of them can serve as the entry point in the process. Conversely, any of
these action types can be analysed as a loop in itself, a trajectory that comes back to an initial point just
be repeated and repeated again in order to advance the general process. The ability to go back and evaluate
the outcomes of a single action, as well as its resonance with other elements of the process, develop reflexive
practice, and act to improve synchronisation and synergy is critical. Consequently, the process of achieving
the intended signifier “change” at the core of the scheme can be analysed in two ways: from the centre, where
the anticipated change resides, one can navigate backward and in various directions through the primary
domains of its expected effects—social, spatial, economic, or strategic—through the essential variables that
the process must regulate—language, procedures, expectations, and time—ultimately arriving at the diverse
activities necessary to guide the transformative process, which are here distilled into eight principal categories
of action. Alternatively, the chart may be navigated in reverse, starting with a particular action, moment, or
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entrance point in the project’s implementation, progressing towards the overarching objective of achieving
the intended change. Starting from the initial question formulated as “what change do we want / expect to
realise?”, the goal of the chart is to facilitate the development of a comprehensive and logical set of questions
related to the process we are involved in. This facilitates the adoption of a reflective methodology, allowing
for ongoing learning, evaluation, and adaptation during multiple cycles, akin to “cognitive loops.”

Engaging the Stakeholders and Documenting the Participatory Process

To ensure the involvement of relevant parties in the project, IN-HABIT employs Local Community
Activators into its process. The LCA is someone with expertise in the project’s target area, whilst serving as
an animator and facilitator of local participatory processes. A Toolkit for Stakeholder Engagement including
a Gender, Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (GDEI) perspective has been designed to ensure a consistent
fundamental understanding throughout all LCAs in different locations of IN-HABIT. This Toolkit serves
as the foundation for the training of LCAs and provides the reference set for managing the four local IN-
HUB:s established in Cérdoba, Lucca, Nitra, and Riga. Two tools have been particularly relevant to support
the engagement process in this phase, namely the Stakeholder Maps and Engagement Diaries. Together with
the self-assessment grid and the Co-management schemes (further explained in sections 3 and 4), the use
of these tools enabled documenting the evolution of Public-Private-People Partnerships (PPPPs), assessing
their capacity for co-designing and co-implementing solutions, as well as evaluating the formalisation and
adaptability of each partnership.

Stakeholder maps serve as a tool to facilitate the development and oversight of local PPPPs, monitoring
the partnership’s progression throughout the project duration, and emphasising the engagement process
of marginalised groups. The mapping serves to analyse stakeholders’ roles and interests, assess power
relations within the social ecosystem, identify absent and vulnerable groups, and help formulate customised
engagement strategies. The mapping process was designed making use of the Quadruple and Quintuple
Helix models of innovation (Carayannis et al., 2013), categorising participants into public, private, research,
and civil society sectors. These models emphasize balanced collaboration between different social actors
(Quadruple Helix) while also considering the broader socio-environmental ecosystem (Quintuple Helix)
(Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2.
Stakeholder map template

Source: Own elaboration.

Figure 2 shows how the stakeholder map template employs a target diagram to locate actors according
to four stakeholder typologies: public, research, community, and private. Stakeholders are placed in one
of the four sectors based on how they operate (e.g., the statutory mission they declare) rather than how
they are legally or informally established as subjects. The three concentric rings define four sectors which
allow the positioning of stakeholders based on their level of engagement in the project. Typically, the core
group of project partners steering the process is closest to the center. The second ring includes stakeholders
directly engaged in or affected by the project (primary stakeholders). The external area is used either to map
missing stakeholders that should/may be reached out for engagement or that act at a different territorial scale
but may be relevant in the process (national institutions or transnational networks, global media, etc.). In
IN-HABIT, the stakeholder map has been conceived as a living document, accessible via an online board
and supplemented by a collaborative spreadsheet, that allows the continuous monitoring of the evolving
stakeholders ecosystem in each of the four cities. The stakeholder mapping started with a targeted list of
organisations and actors directly engaged in INHABIT and gradually expanded to include an extensive
overview of the social innovation ecosystem in each city. Figure 3, for example, shows the evolution of this
mapping process in the city of Cérdoba.
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Stakeholder mapping evolution in Cérdoba
Source: Own elaboration.

Stakeholder maps have played a fundamental role in identifying and visualizing all relevant forces involved
—or expected to be involved—in the creation and management of local Public-Private-People Partnerships
(PPPPs). One key insight from the stakeholder mapping process has been the push to move beyond broad
categories (e.g., “businesses in the neighborhood”) and focus on specific individuals and groups within the
intervention areas. A particularly valuable aspect has been unpacking the category of “community”. The PPPP
model emphasises the engagement of “People” as active agents of change in the co-creation of solutions.
This broad category includes both formalized and informal actors spanning multiple subgroups—some of
which may be disconnected from one another or even in conflict. In some cases, there might not even exist
a community recognised as such, but rather a set of individual neighbours and spontaneous assemblages
whose participation can be nonetheless crucial to PPPP activities. In each case study, this has helped refine
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intervention strategies and establish indicators to assess the impact of actions in collaboration with local
actors.

Stakeholder maps have been instrumental in visualizing how communities function—whether as cohesive
groups with shared goals or as dispersed individuals with diverse needs, expectations, and capacities.
Furthermore, they have helped identify tensions and conflicts within different sections of the PPPPs, offering
crucial insights into their evolution.

However, stakeholder mapping has posed two significant challenges:

- Defining actor categories and boundaries: classifying stakeholders and delineating their roles has proven
complex. Some public actors, for example, operate similarly to businesses, while others, such as municipal
social services, function more like civil society actors. In other cases, the same organization can assume
multiple roles depending on the occasion which further complicates categorizing.

- Capturing stakeholder engagement over time: stakeholder involvement has been highly dynamic,
particularly during the co-design phase, when interactions were more fluid and stakeholder maps became
more populated. However, during the co-implementation phase, engagement often shifted toward bilateral
or trilateral interactions mediated by LCA and project partners. As a result, the stakeholder ecosystem
became less dynamic, though this shift was not always fully captured by the stakeholder map. In some cases,
participation declined rapidly, and stakeholder involvement in formal platforms like user advisory boards or
similar structures did not translate into concrete actions.

To better delineate the scope and depth of stakeholder engagement, stakeholder maps should be
complemented with additional data sources such as co-management scheme templates and engagement
diaries, which provide a richer understanding of participation patterns and the evolving nature of
partnerships.

Drawing on insights from the EU URBACT programme (URBACT, 2017), which trains cities in
developing local plans through transnational exchange and mutual support, the Engagement Diaries (ED)
further developed within IN-HABIT seek to provide a personalised, contextualised account of stakeholders’
engagement activities at the local level. The document challenges, solutions, inspirations, and innovative
aspects of the engagement process among local stakeholders, while also promoting transnational exchange.
Adopting a journalistic narrative format, EDs complement the impersonal reporting with a situated
perspective derived from the personal experience of activators and managers doing fieldwork. Engagement
Diaries derive from the consideration that managing a complex participative process as those foreseen by
IN-HABIT requires a great capacity for developing personal relations and empathy. These aspects tend
to be overlooked in conventional reporting forms, while EDs draw on personal narratives as an essential
means of comprehension for the on-the-ground process. Local Community Activators had the autonomy
to choose the format for their diary entries that best met their demands, including text, slide presentations,
interviews, visual mind maps, short podcasts, or videos. The Engagement Diaries have been an essential
tool for reconstructing the sequence of actions in the field and the intricate interactions unfolding within
the stakeholder ecosystem. Nonetheless, analysing the data collected has posed issues owing to considerable
heterogeneity in content and structure among cities. In many instances, journal entries were derived from
field notes recorded during meetings and engagement activities, but in others, they constituted retrospective
reports of specific obstacles encountered during project implementation. To facilitate comparison, a series of
key queries derived from the Framework for Change were formulated, assisting in the assessment of critical
action areas, variables, and key instances in the engagement process. This approach offered clearer insights into
the different stages of the engagement process and improved data homogenisation, although it also reduced
the personal, situated perspectives of local community activators. Consequently, Engagement Diaries evolved
more into a systematic reporting tool rather than a narrative account of PPPP development. In the future, it
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may be beneficial to establish reporting protocols—such as field note guidelines and specific field recording
techniques—that can be directly aligned with the key questions posed in the Engagement Diaries.

Self Monitoring: Integration Assessment Grid

Along with the engagement process, a distinct tool to assess the collaboration of stakeholders for integrated
policies was put in place to prevent the risks of isolated interventions, site-neutral approaches, and
coordination-blind activities, which may yield only limited gains. (Faludi, 2009; Barca et al., 2012; Zaucha
et al.,, 2012; Bohme & Redlich, 2023). Traditional urban planning approaches, such as rational planning,
do not adequately integrate sustainability principles and show that to attain transformative change towards
sustainable development, a coral and holistic approach to policy thinking, designing and implementation is
advisable (Yigitcanlar & Teriman, 2014; Milojevic 2018). This approach, broadly referred to as “Integrated
Approach” to Sustainable Urban Development calls for “multi-sectoral policy, multi-level and multi-
stakeholder governance, and multi-territorial and community-led strategy” (Pertoldi et al., 2020). In
practice, cities addressing sustainable urban development in their territories are asked to think about their

. . . <« . . » . . . . . .
interventions across a range of main “dimensions”. Figure 4 outlines five key dimensions of integration
(Source: IN-HABIT Inclusive Transition Pathways).

1. Integration across the variety of stakeholders involved in the territories and in the social and
economic ecosystems affected by the project locally (horizontal integration).

2. Integration across multiple scales of intervention to incorporate the largest engagement of
stakeholders, including vulnerable groups across age, gender, income etc., at local, regional and
national levels (vertical dimension).

3. Integration across departments in public administrations and policy areas (policy sector).

4, Integration across territorial scales, considering impacts from districts and neighbourhoods to
wider territories and promoting a concerted and strategic vision of development (territorial
dimension).

5. Finally, the balanced integration between hard interventions (physical development, i.e., European

Regional Development Fund - ERDF funded actions) and soft interventions (social type of
actions, i.c., European Social Fund - ESF funded action) can be considered as a fifth dimension
of integration.

While there is broad consensus on the strategic importance of an integrated planning approach, there is
no single formula for achieving it. The implementation of integrated urban planning is inherently shaped by
the context in which it is applied—including socio-economic conditions, legal frameworks, organizational
and institutional support, and education.
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The five dimensions of integration. (Source: IN-HABIT D.5.2 Inclusive Transition Pathways, 08-2022)

Source: Own elaboration.

In the context of IN-HABIT, the Integration Assessment Grid was proposed to help verify and self-assess
the state of the art of the cities’ actions and their integrated approach in all five dimensions. Because of
the nature of the partnership that IN-HABIT secks to develop, each plan is integrated at different tiers,
and activities must be synergically organised to achieve the plans’ objectives in practice. The Integration
Assessment Grid enables the establishment of a common framework for comparing cities as well as keeping
track of issues, solutions, inspirations, and innovative elements of the local stakeholder and community
involvement process. Integration assessment exercises were carried out during city visits, with different degrees
of participation. A major challenge was translating intricate technical jargon, notably European Commission
terminology, into comprehensible language for local stakeholders. Moreover, convening key stakeholders
at the same time proved a persistent difficulty throughout the partnership development process, and the
integration assessment procedures were similarly affected. Nonetheless, the Integration Assessment Grid
succeeded in creating a structured framework for discussion—going beyond the immediacy of delivering
an action plan to reassess priorities, identify gaps, and clarify roles. It also assisted highlighting stakeholders
who continued to work isolated. Figure 5 offers a glimpse into one of these exercises held in Nitra, capturing
participants engaged in a real-time effort to navigate language, institutional roles, and expectations within
a workshop setting.
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FIGURE 5.

Integration Assessment Grid exercise in Nitra
Source: Picture taken by the Nitra Team.

Partnership Agreements: Co-Management Scheme Template

Understanding the implementation of innovative decentralized governance models requires a
thorough examination of the pacts and agreements developed during participatory processes. In this context,
we employ the notion of co-management schemes, defined as “power sharing and participatory decision-
making (formal or informal) arrangements among stakeholders such as inhabitants, governments,
research institutions, private and non-governmental sectors”? Specific co-management schemes templates
have been designed to facilitate IN-HABIT partnerships. These documents are key to granting
transparency in decision-making and the allocation of resources within participatory processes. They may
also be regarded as the foundation upon which partnership is established. In the case of a formal
agreement, a CMS defines clear boundaries of responsibility and liability, and in the case of an
informal agreement it might delineate the flexible codes that underlie the collaboration. Similarly, the
scale of the agreement recorded in the co-management scheme template is flexible: it can focus on
individual actions/solutions, or it can refer to a whole plan. Moreover, co-management schemes have the
purpose of supporting the development of forms of financial innovation, improving the sustainability of
the solutions devised by the project, like in the case of social public procurement that includes green
clauses and/or takes gender into consideration; community bartering, meaning the provision of
voluntary work in return for non-monetary incentives such as educational and leisure opportunities,
discounts on mobility services or food provision; or the promotion of business models around health and
wellbeing together with residents and/or key stakeholders.
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Co-management scheme templates have been adapted from primarily legal and business-oriented
terminologies to emphasize the modes of cooperation that Public-Private-People Partnerships (PPPPs) can
adopt. They are divided into 6 sections: (1) Agreement description; (2) transformative dimensions; (3)
partnership for co-production; (4) resources; (5) clauses/rights and caveats, and (6) schedule. The first section
describes the type of agreement, defines the collaboration’s scope, and explains why the pact is necessary or
innovative. The second section draws directly from the four dimensions of change outlined in the Framework
for Change: spatial, strategic, social, and economic dimensions, explaining the main type of change the
agreement aims to achieve. The third section regards the partners, the distribution of tasks and roles, as
well as the responsibilities, liabilities and conflict resolution mechanisms. The fourth section pertains to
funding and other types of resources at the disposal of the partnership, such as voluntary work or in-kind
contributions. The fifth section contains clauses for revision and performance, which, for example, could
include gender-responsive clauses in social public procurement. This section also provides space to clarify
intellectual property and copyright matters. The sixth and final section outlines the collaboration’s calendar,
including milestones and deliveries.

The template can be employed as a tool to guide the design of co-management schemes, as well as
their documentation and analysis ex-posz. Its purpose is inherently functional, and the categories outlined
above should be seen as a flexible framework rather than a rigid checklist. Similarly to the Integration
Assessment Grid, co-management scheme templates have faced challenges in ensuring transparency in the
implementation of plans. Existing legal frameworks frequently conflict with the strict interpretations and
operating protocols of institutions in practice. In some cases, political representatives and public servants
did not function as a single entity, further complicating the process. Some agreements took months or even
years to finalize, delaying formal reporting until contracts, leases, and different legal documents were signed,
which in turn hindered transparency. Local elections also significantly impacted these processes, affecting
and changing institutional procedures during the project’s lifespan. In some cases, national laws imposed rigid
frameworks for agreements, and institutions lacked the expertise to develop procurement guidelines that
aligned with the project’s needs. All these factors forced partners to develop a very flexible and fluctuating
approach to create agreements that were not always easily translated into a co-management scheme template.

A crucial insight gained from the analysis of co-management schemes has been the importance of
identifying the specific needs each scheme addresses. Whether the goal is to formalize an unconventional
partnership, resolve a concrete problem, or update an outdated agreement, making these distinctions explicit
has been essential for providing clarity to the engagement process and enabling comparative analysis across
cities.

Co-Designing and Co-Implementing Solutions: ITPath

Data and narratives collected through the above-presented instruments converged into the Inclusive
Transition Pathways (ITPaths), a delivery required to document and analyze the overall stakeholder
engagement process of each city. Transition Pathways are a concept used to think about change in a systemic
perspective. In academic and policy work, Transition Pathways are a framework for thinking about how
change happens in economic terms. Pathways help outline the timing, scope, and scale of change necessary
throughout the whole landscape for a region, industry, or economy to get from Point A to Point B, namely, to
transition from a current state of things to a desired one (McNally, 2021). Transition Pathways are not plans,
nor strategies. Pathways complement the strategy, assessing whether some solutions or ideas will be effective
in getting from A to B and identifying what factors need to be considered or addressed to achieve a particular
goal. Transition Pathways look at how some ideas and specific solutions can work in changing the world we
live in. Transition pathways are a useful framework for decision-makers because they can help outline how
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each of these ideas might influence the way change happens at a system-level. The term Transition Pathway
emerged in recent years particularly in connection with environmental issues (Droege, 2011) and sustainable
cities (Nevens et al., 2013; Grossmann & Creamer, 2017; Zhang et al., 2018; Crowley et al., 2021). In
particular they are developed to represent paradigmatic transitions towards low carbon models of production
and consumption as a response to the climate change crisis. The environmental sustainability objective, as a
matter of fact, is deeply connected with the engagement aspect, highlighting how only transitions models
based on wide participation and the responsibilisation of all the social components and economic actors may
succeed (Marat-Mendes et al., 2022) This is for instance the approach of the transition movement, born in
the early 2000 around the notion of transition towns, leading to the establishment of the Transition Network
in 2006 to inspire, encourage, connect, support communities on their transition (Connors & McDonald,
2011). This grassroots movement aims at effectively developing a low carbon model responding to peak
oil and climate change through an incremental grassroots strategy steered by local communities. Transition
towns are connected in a network and share a roadmap for a low carbon future to be implemented through
a polycentric governance model.

With a similar scope, Inclusive Transition Pathways in INHABIT create a shared roadmap towards Health
and Well-being in the four cities. Combining both the storyline and the documentary record (protocols and
agreements) to report and visualize the engagement process, the ITPath is designed to foster the inclusion
aspect of the IN-HABIT project’s overall strategy and to guide the development of a polycentric governance
model in the four cities. Complementing the delivery of the four Integrated Transformation Plans (ITPlans),
with their set of Visionary Integrated Solutions (VIS) for each city, the Inclusive Transition Pathways retrace
actions, procedures and agreements created among the stakeholders to make them happen. According to the
definition in the grant agreement, the four Inclusive Transition Pathways should be the basis of the innovative
governance mechanisms that each city will test. Moreover, the ITPaths contribute to the delivery of the
final Policy Recommendations. The three key features leading to the elaboration of the Inclusive Transition
Pathway were derived from the literal interpretation of its name:

o Itisapathway, in the sense that it visualizes the journey from the initial moment of the project to the
final situation foreseen at its end, recording its key operational moments and milestones.

o Itregards the expected transition towards a more innovative, polycentric and sustainable governance
model, documenting agreements, pacts and protocols created along the process.

e It is inclusive, as it aims at supporting and measuring the larger engagement of stakeholders in the
process, with specific attention to gender, diversity, equity and inclusion (GDEI).

The IN-HABIT ITPath is a scheme representing in a synthetic form two intertwined components of
the process: on one side the evolution of the local partnership and its active positioning within the local
social ecosystem; on the other, the field activity produced through the co-design, co-deployment and co-
monitoring of solutions in the given territories. It identifies a set of key moments, each one of them
accompanied by a set of key questions to record the engagement process and support its improvement in
terms of inclusivity, integration and governance. These questions—presented in figure 6—form the backbone
of the Inclusive Transition framework, enabling structured reflection on how partnerships evolve and how
decisions are made and implemented across the project cycle. The ITPath documents the evolution of the
partnership including adopted formal and informal protocols and signed contracts, which may assume very
different forms such as employment and procurement contracts, memoranda of understanding, collaboration
pacts, charters and manifestos, etc.
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FIGURE 6.
Inclusive Transition Framework: key questions (authors’ elaboration)

Source: Own elaboration.

The ITPaths first delivery happened after the first two years of the project. Combined in a single report,
they included a diagnostic section, documenting the process of establishing a common vision for local health
and wellbeing, and detailing objectives and partnership agreements for its achievement; and a prognostic
section, conceived as a road map for the co-deployment and co-monitoring of the solutions, with the focus on
the establishment of innovative polycentric governance schemes. They have been reviewed after 18 months
to include the first comparative reflections on the formation of the partnerships and are now leading the
elaboration of the final policy recommendations.

Conclusions

This paper presents the adoption of stakeholder engagement tools across four distinct contexts, supporting
the development of Public-Private-People Partnerships (PPPPs) within the IN-HABIT project. Drawing
on initial reflections from a comparative analysis of the Inclusive Transition Pathways (ITPaths), these
tools proved essential in several respects: disentangling the complexity of processes unfolding in each
context through visualization of their constituent elements and phases; depicting local social ecosystems
not merely as static backdrops but as evolving stakeholder constellations mobilized by the project; fostering
agency, capacity building, and leadership necessary for transitions toward distributed governance models;
and facilitating a “learning by doing” approach that enabled rapid extraction of lessons learned and
promoted adaptive knowledge exchange among partners. While IN-HABIT developed a comprehensive
framework encompassing stakeholder engagement, participatory documentation, and integrated assessment,
the practical implementation of these methodologies revealed significant complexities that challenge the
idealized, linear models often portrayed in the literature.

The circular conceptualization of transformative processes -which implies a seamless progression from
reconnaissance to maintenance- fails to capture the inherently non-linear, iterative, and frequently chaotic
nature of urban change. In practice, project activities intersect, overlap, and recur unpredictably, complicating
attempts to delineate clear causal relationships or discrete entry points within the process. This observation
problematizes the utility of rigid, phase-based models for guiding real-world interventions and instead
advocates for more adaptive, reflexive frameworks capable of accommodating the dynamic interplay among
actors, actions, and contexts.
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A primary objective of IN-HABIT’s toolkit was to support a holistic understanding and shared
management of complex processes, responding to the imperative for sustainable and integrated urban
projects. Complexity manifested across multiple dimensions: the diverse territorial identities, scales of
intervention, policy frameworks, and social ecosystems implicated in the four projects; as well as the
multifaceted concept of inclusive health and wellbeing, which encompasses varied factors, agencies,
and indicators. The toolkit emphasized visualization as a critical technique for mastering processual
complexity, cultivating systemic thinking, and designing co-created interventions. Both the F4C and I'TPaths
schemes highlighted the importance of tracking associations as dynamic phenomena, focusing on relational
assemblages rather than reified social components (Latour 2005). Concurrently, these tools facilitated critical
reflection and real-time comparison of divergent partnership trajectories.

Despite the indispensable role of participatory tools in elucidating process intricacies, methods and
procedures alone are insufficient to drive social transformation or ensure the long-term adoption of
innovative governance models. The thorough analysis of IN-HABIT’s engagement processes illuminated the
positive effects of such tools in fostering broader and deeper stakeholder responsibilization. However, it also
exposed the fragility of governance architectures established through isolated projects, particularly when
participatory culture is not well-rooted locally or when leading stakeholders lack experience or political will
in synergistic territorial governance. A paradigmatic finding was the influence of the leading stakeholders’
institutional nature and form within each PPPP on the capacity of engagement processes to generate
collaborative environments.

The stakeholder mappingand engagement tools, grounded in the Quadruple and Quintuple Helix models,
were instrumental in visualizing and managing the evolving PPPP ecosystems. Nevertheless, categorizing
stakeholders and capturing their shifting roles over time proved problematic. The fluidity of actor identities
-whereby public entities may function alternately as entrepreneurs or civil society actors depending on
context- undermines the stability of stakeholder categories and complicates analyses of power relations and
engagement strategies. Moreover, the observed decline in stakeholder participation during later project
phases, coupled with the limited translation of formal engagement into concrete action, underscores
persistent challenges in sustaining meaningful involvement, especially among marginalized groups.

The Engagement Diaries, designed to provide nuanced, context-rich accounts of participatory processes,
confronted issues of heterogeneity and comparability. Over time, they evolved toward more standardized
reporting formats, sacrificing personal narrative depth. This shift raises concerns about the erosion of situated
knowledge and the privileging of procedural uniformity over the rich experiential insights that underpin
authentic co-creation and collective learning.

Similarly, the Integration Assessment Grid, while valuable for promoting structured reflection and
facilitating cross-city comparison, encountered obstacles related to technical language barriers and was not
utilised as initially foreseen. These challenges resonate with broader critiques in the literature regarding
integrated planning approaches (Galego et al., 2004; Medeiros & Van der Zwet, 2020) which, despite
their strategic appeal, often falter amid contextual constraints, institutional inertia, and entrenched siloed
practices.

In sum, the IN-HABIT experience underscores the imperative to transcend prescriptive models and
embrace more flexible, context-sensitive methodologies that acknowledge the messy, contested, and emergent
character of urban transformation. Future research and practice should prioritize the development of tools
that not only facilitate monitoring and evaluation but also foster critical reflexivity, adaptive learning, and
genuine empowerment among all stakeholders-particularly those whose voices are frequently marginalized
in formal processes.
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Notes

Articulo de investigacion / Research article

1 While the differences between the two terms change and transformation are disputed (Voorberg et al., 2014), here the
term change is understood as significantly different from that of transformation. While the transformation is approached
as an inevitable, ontological condition that inescapably affects physical reality, change implies the determination to
produce positive transformations envisioned and agreed upon with and within the affected communities

2 From the IN-HABIT H2020 project grant agreement.
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