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Abstract

Citizen participation today needs to be understood as both an empowerment practice 
to create urban futures as well as the perpetuation of entrepreneurial and neoliberal 
modes of planning. The exponential progress of technologies and the digitalisation of 
everyday life have led to a surge of innovation. Since hybridity has become a key fac-
tor, citizen participation now involves citizens and governments meeting online and 
offline in a multi-stakeholder setting to plan the city in parallel layers, often according 
to controversial or even contradictory logic (Horelli et al., 2015). As digital citizen par-
ticipation opens up new tools and means to mobilise people and shape urban futures, 
this chapter analyses these new aspects through the categories of top-down/bottom-up 
participation as well as formal/informal practices. Using four case studies compara-
tively, our aim with this chapter is to find a new theoretical basis and contextualisation 
for digital citizen participation. The case studies are situated across Europe and North 
America: we study participatory budgeting in Helsinki, digitalising citizen participa-
tion in Lubbock, Texas, the National Map of Security Threats in Poland, and digital 
placemaking by a grassroots movement in an urban planning participation process 
in Zürich, Switzerland. The findings of the article show that (1) digital citizen partici-
pation fosters novel multi-actor networks negotiating governance of the urban space, 
(2) studies of citizen participation need to acknowledge the multi-layered hybridity 
and (3) new modes of governance enable novel senses of informality in participation.
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1 Introduction

The shift towards entrepreneurial urban politics (Harvey, 1989) has led to 
new forms of governance and participation in contemporary cities, aiming to 
minimise the distance between politics and citizens by activating and inte-
grating civil society (Blokland et al., 2015, pp. 658, 662). What Rose (1996) has 
framed as “soft neoliberalism” describes the emphasis placed by government 
structures on the production of social coherence and individual responsibility 
by promoting partnership-oriented participatory instruments, often without 
undoing sociopolitical hierarchies. At the same time, these processes have cre-
ated new structures allowing social movements and grassroots groups to par-
ticipate as legitimate stakeholders in the development of urban policies and 
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projects (Kemp et al., 2015, p. 706). Such new structures coincide with the term 
“placemaking”, which describes the practice of collectively re-imagining and 
re-inventing urban space (Pierce et al., 2011). In this context, citizen participa-
tion needs to be understood as both an empowerment practice to create urban 
futures as well as the perpetuation of entrepreneurial and neoliberal modes of 
planning. It can be defined as a categorical term for citizen power, highlighting 
the need to redistribute power (Arnstein, 2019, p. 24). The exponential progress 
of technologies and the digitalisation of everyday life have led to a shift in cit-
izen participation and governing the neoliberal city: digital information and 
communications technology (ICT) is used to organise, manage and produce 
urban life, and smart governance has become a central strategy for city admin-
istrations all over the world (Anastasiu, 2019; Vadiati, 2022). This means that 
citizen participation involves citizens and governments meeting online and 
offline in a multi-stakeholder setting to plan the city in parallel layers, often 
in controversial or even contradictory logic (Horelli et al., 2015). Digital citi-
zen participation opens up new tools and means to mobilise people and shape 
urban futures, as well as new techniques to govern urban space.

Common analysis of citizen participation uses simplistic abstractions 
by juxtaposing powerless citizens with the powerful (Arnstein, 2019, p. 25). 
Government planning practices lacking participation are commonly described 
as top-down and formal, whereas counter-practices by local communities, 
social movements and grassroots groups are framed as bottom-up and infor-
mal (Smith, 2014; Roy, 2009). While these categories are already reducing the 
complex realities of negotiating urban space in analogue practices, the addi-
tional digital sphere in citizen participation complicates these binary models 
even more. Therefore, we see a need to analyse digital and hybrid citizen par-
ticipation by developing a new framework that creates provisional, negotiable 
and interchangeable categories. Critical urban processes in the Global South 
are the framework’s inspiration. We applied the framework in four compara-
tive case studies to find new theoretical bases and contextualisations for digi-
tal citizen participation. The case studies are situated across Europe and North 
America: we studied participatory budgeting in Helsinki (Finland), digitalising 
citizen participation in Lubbock, Texas (USA), the National Map of Security 
Threats in Poland and a Test Planning process in Zürich (Switzerland).

All the case studies originate from individual research: in Helsinki, the 
study has been centred around developing comprehensive evaluation meth-
ods for participatory activities. The researchers have combined quantitative 
and qualitative approaches to capture the realities of new democratic inno-
vations in urban contexts. In the case of Lubbock, Texas, an exploration was 
undertaken to understand how digital tools can enhance citizen participation 



159Digital Citizen Participation in a Comparative Context

in local governance. Emphasising the city’s utilisation of digital platforms such 
as Polco for citizen polling and policymaking, the introduction of online jury 
duty reporting and the promotion of cybersecurity awareness, the analysis of 
this case study provides valuable insights into creating a participative digital 
civic environment. The Zürich case study comes from a qualitative research 
project that was conducted in 2021/2022 and used a constructivist-hermeneutic 
approach to collect and analyse data. The project looked at how different 
stakeholders used digital tools in large-scale participatory urban development 
projects and how that affected the relationships, negotiations and decisions 
that were made. The case from Poland (National Map of Security Threats) dis-
cusses the use of a GIS-based tool for quantitative data collection and analysis 
of dangers and hazards reported directly by users of urban public spaces and 
how they are translated into improved safety in the city.

2 A Context-Sensitive Framework for Digital Citizen Participation

Digital or hybrid citizen participation needs new theoretical and analytical 
frameworks to understand its complex multi-layered structure. The proposed 
theoretical approach serves as a first draft for this, which is based on the 
binary categories top-down/bottom-up to describe participatory practices and 
formal/informal to analyse both governance practices and the production of 
space. Both categories are classified as flexible, dynamic and interchangeable 
concepts in movement, shaping urban life “within its unfolding” (McFarlane, 
2012, p. 103). We aim to move beyond the binary reading and therefore acknowl-
edge temporality; the categories are provisional, negotiable and changeable in 
nature (McFarlane, 2012, p. 105). It is clear that the practices guiding citizen 
participation are not limited to these two broad frameworks: however, they 
coexist embedded into the everyday life of the citizens with various accentu-
ations and entanglements and provide a feasible way to study complex phe-
nomena in various sociocultural contexts.

The framework is used as an analytical tool for digital citizen participation 
in city-making processes. These range from the Polish case of the tool for digital 
crime mapping based on the notifications of citizens, developed, provided and 
managed by the police; the participatory budgeting in Helsinki that empha-
sises the grassroots initiatives but, in fact, relies on heavy top-down organi-
sation; hybrid grassroots practices by actors situated in between a bottom-up 
and top-down logic in the case of Zürich, and how in Lubbock, Texas, the gov-
ernment has exemplified top-down digital participation practices by intro-
ducing digital tools like Polco and the MyLubbock app, shifting city council 
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meetings online and launching an online jury reporting system. At the same 
time, the city’s residents demonstrate bottom-up participation by actively 
engaging with these platforms to express opinions, collaborate and contribute 
to community empowerment.

3 Top-Down and Bottom-Up Participation Practices

In participatory processes, top-down describes the degree of authority and 
reveals those in power. With the digital transformation, this can mean a guid-
ing role for private corporations within governance structures. Bottom-up 
approaches are related to citizenship and subjectivity (Burns & Welker, 2023), 
either by resisting certain forms of placemaking or remaking citizens’ owner-
ship of urban spaces through alternative forms. Digital participation reveals 
further aspects, such as “hacking” the city or the use of social media platforms 
for mobilising, creating networks and disseminating information and claims. 
While top-down/bottom-up is often used as a category to describe actors in 
place, the framework used here aims to incorporate the performative aspects 
of top-down and bottom-up and therefore focuses on participation practices 
that unfold in between the binaries.

Following Smith (2014), participation practices within a top-down and 
bottom-up logic can be extended into three dimensions: (1) Scalar relation-
ships and processes need to be acknowledged. Often, the positionality of 
actors cannot be hierarchised as either top-down or bottom-up. Rather, they 
are constantly shifting their position, depending on the process and practice. 
This means to include “relationships and processes that jump scales or move 
diagonally or horizontally across territorial and administrative boundaries” 
(Smith, 2014, p. 211). (2) In participatory processes, especially when adding dig-
ital formats, it is sensible to refer to multi-actor networks instead of a hierar-
chical and closed relationship. As Smith frames it, “these networks, including 
the circulation of capital and labor, represent dynamic sources of change that 
threaten to destabilise the hegemonic verticality of the planning hierarchy” 
(Smith, 2014, p. 212). (3) The negotiation over contested urban space often sits 
at the heart of participatory processes (Varış Husar et al., 2023). As a result, 
territoriality as a “spatial abstraction” is negotiated “to access, control, and 
mobilise spatial resources, including land and the built environment” (ibid.). 
All three dimensions become particularly pronounced in digital or hybrid pro-
cesses. Digitalisation can shape the power dimensions and therefore the scale 
of relationships and processes in participation, shift networks and add a digital 
layer to the urban space.
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4 “Doing” Formality and Informality

Formality and informality need to be considered as a practice, instead of a 
static condition. While informality is often linked with certain geographical 
contexts as well as specific actors, “doing” informality moves beyond these fixed 
categories (Roy, 2009, p. 825) and emphasises “the fact that the urban is not 
readymade, but always in formation” (McFarlane, 2012, p. 103). In a European 
context, informality in planning processes is often defined as state-led partici-
patory structures that are not part of the binding legal framework, whereas for 
the Global South, the term “informal” is often related to unregulated activities 
outside the state by the urban poor (Roy, 2009). Useful for this framework is 
that informality describes the gray spaces in between the formal and planned 
city (Yiftachel, 2009, pp. 250–251). The context of digital citizen participation 
brings two central aspects to the forefront: (1) Informality lies at the heart of 
what Brenner (2004) defines as “state spaces”. State authorities define what is 
to be considered to be informal or formal. Therefore, informality needs to be 
understood as a state practice which is shaped and structured through politi-
cal, social and discursive regulations (Roy, 2009, p. 826). This becomes particu-
larly relevant in the digital sphere when state and city authorities increasingly 
invest in participatory platforms or other forms of digital participation. 
Understanding formality/informality as state practice in digital citizen partic-
ipation reveals new power relations for negotiation processes in multi-actor 
settings. (2) Participation itself can appear as an informal practice. Therefore, 
informality needs to be analysed as a mode of planning practice (Ward et al., 
2011, p. 861). With the shift to neoliberal and entrepreneurial modes of govern-
ance and participatory processes with informal dialogue and meetings, new 
forms of networking and actor relationships have increased. It has become 
what McFarlane calls a “constitutive element of formal urban planning prac-
tices” (2012, p. 104). These developments have become accentuated through 
the digitisation of citizen participation.

5 Cases

5.1 Case 1 – OmaStadi: Participatory Budgeting in Helsinki (Finland)
5.1.1 Competing Logics to Maximise Engagement
In a nutshell, participatory budgeting (PB) refers to a method used to estab-
lish consensus among various partners to use funds and other resources 
(Ahonen & Rask, 2019). In most cases, this is done by voting for the projects 
proposed by the residents. In Helsinki, participatory budgeting developed 
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gradually through the methods of municipal decision-making after a series of 
small-scale pilot studies and experiments. The principles for the citywide PB, 
called OmaStadi (meaning “MyCity” in Helsinki slang) were laid in 2017, with 
a specific emphasis on supporting the participation of marginalised groups by 
providing appropriate digital services and information in accessible language 
(Helsinki City Board, 2017).

The budget for the first round in 2019 was EUR 4.4 million and the sum dou-
bled for the second round in 2021 because it was decided that the OmaStadi 
schedule would work better on a biannual basis. The sum is meagre, just 0.1% 
of the annual city budget. In comparison, in Paris the funding has been around 
1% of the city budget, and the highest figures can be found in the Brazilian 
cities that initiated PB in the late 1980s: Porto Alegre has allocated around 
one-fifth of its city budget for PB, and in Belo Horizonte the figure has risen to 
around the 50% mark. In Helsinki, the citizens’ proposals target either one of 
Helsinki’s seven major districts or the entire city. The minimum budget for an 
individual proposal is relatively high, EUR 35,000, and the maximum budget, 
between EUR 288,390 and EUR 653,250, depending on the number of residents 
in the major districts. All Helsinki residents 12 years of age or older are eligible 
to vote.

The OmaStadi process consists of several stages spread over a duration of 
about one year, excluding the time for the implementation of the winning pro-
posals. During the first round, the process was conducted in both digital and 
in-person environments. For the second round, the COVID-19 pandemic forced 
nearly all the activities online. To put it briefly, the process began with the pro-
posal stage, during which residents posted their proposals on the OmaStadi 
platform. This was supported by the ideation events organised by the city and 
its active residents. Then, during the planning stage, the proposals with simi-
lar content were combined into plans, to be further developed and elaborated 
with the residents. After this, the plans were sent to the experts in the relevant 
city divisions, who calculated the cost estimates. Finally, the plans entered the 
voting stage, and the winning ones were implemented soon after the vote.

5.1.2 Top-Down and Bottom-Up Elements of OmaStadi
In Helsinki, the PB model has been developed with a strong top-down empha-
sis. The process has been initiated by the city administration and the decisions 
are made by the authorities and members of the municipal council. However, 
our study of the process (Rask et al., 2019) shows that there are very differ-
ent understandings of the desired allocation of the rights and responsibilities 
of the participants. In many other contexts (for an overview, see Cabannes & 
Lipietz, 2018), PB has primarily been an activist-initiated process, challenging 
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the existing power structures. This tension was also expressed in the case of 
Helsinki:

The basic idea was that we wanted something in the system depending 
clearly on the initiative of the residents and this interaction to be more 
than just an abstract process, allowing residents to propose ideas and 
have their say in a straightforward way. (Anni Sinnemäki, deputy mayor 
for urban environment)

Representative democracy in the sense of “elections” is often recognised, 
but self-governing democracy is clearly a completely strange idea to some 
public servants, even though it is also based on the Local Government 
Act. (Yrjö Hakanen, former city councillor, urban activist)

In Helsinki, the PB process is structured around the alternation between dig-
ital and in-person environments (Ertiö et al., 2019). While the ideation and 
development of the proposals to be funded was at its most fruitful in the 
in-person meetings and workshops the digital channels of participation ena-
bled co-creation across distances. At the same time, the interaction in the 
digital environment was difficult for many participants, especially the elderly 
(Ertiö et al., 2019).

5.1.3 Formal and Informal Practices of OmaStadi
According to the published guidelines, OmaStadi is a smooth and stream-
lined process with predetermined stages. The participants are encouraged to 
provide feedback to the organisers but have limited means to influence the 
process directly. At the same time, there have been several ways of tactically 
impacting the course of action from ideation to voting and implementation of 
successful initiatives.

To establish a process that would be tangible rather than abstract, with clear 
rules and distinct stages was emphasised in many research interviews among 
the decision-makers. In their view, PB would make the citizens’ voices heard 
directly, without intermediaries distorting the message  – a powerful claim 
in a context in which the municipality receives harsh criticism for excessive 
bureaucracy and non-representative decision-making. On the other side of the 
coin, the clarity and straightforwardness of the process means that the range 
of democracy is limited. The role of the citizens is reduced to following a pre-
defined structure: participating in workshops to assemble their ideas, submit-
ting their proposals into the system, and voting according to their preferences. 
Their capacity to alter the structure itself is suppressed and subject to criticism.
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Within the relatively constrained set of rules, the participants have adopted 
several tactics to influence the decision-making. Groups with successful pro-
posals were campaigning effectively using social media, often criticising the 
competing plan and encouraging tactical voting. The digital channels adopted 
by the participants, such as neighbourhood Facebook groups, WhatsApp 
groups of the sports associations and social media groups of the local influenc-
ers were much better suited for campaigning than the platforms and strategies 
the city was endorsing.

The evaluation of the Helsinki PB showed that the success was often based 
in the ability to balance top-down and bottom-up processes with mastery of 
formal and informal activities. OmaStadi is still relatively new and unfamiliar 
to most citizens with less than 10% voter turnout. Therefore, it is essential to be 
able to convince the citizens that their participation matters.

5.2	 Case	2	–	a	Critical	Examination	of	Digital	Citizen	Participation	 
in Lubbock, Texas (USA)

5.2.1 A Critical Examination of Digital Citizen Participation
Lubbock, Texas, a city with a population of approximately 260,000, pro-
vides a compelling case study on digital citizen participation. This city has 
encountered notable challenges in engaging its citizens in a manner that is 
both effective and efficient. Key among these challenges has been a consist-
ently low voter turnout, pointing to a broader issue of civic disengagement. 
Additionally, the city has grappled with a significant lack of diversity and 
inclusion in its public participation initiatives. This shortfall has been particu-
larly evident in the city’s attempts to reach and engage its diverse population  
segments.

Since launching Polco (2019), Lubbock has seen significant improvements 
in its digital citizen participation. Polco is a digital platform designed to 
enhance civic communication. It allows governments and civic organisations 
to create surveys on a variety of topics and to collect feedback from verified 
residents, thereby enabling informed decision-making that reflects the senti-
ments and preferences of the community. Lubbock has effectively used Polco 
to create over a hundred surveys on topics ranging from budget priorities, 
public safety, transportation, parks and recreation to COVID-19 response and 
recovery. The city has received over 20,000 responses from more than 10,000 
verified residents, representing a response rate of about 4%, which is higher 
than the national average for online surveys. The city has also increased its 
reach and diversity of participants, attracting more younger, female, Hispanic 
and African American residents than before (Lubbock City Council, 2023b).
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Lubbock has used the feedback collected through Polco to inform its 
decision-making and policymaking processes. For example, the city used Polco 
to gauge public support for a proposed bond election for various infrastructure 
projects in 2019. Municipal bonds are debt securities that local governments 
issue to finance public projects, and a bond election is a particular type of elec-
tion where voters can approve or reject a proposed issuance. The city found 
that most residents supported the bond election but had different project pref-
erences. The city then adjusted its bond proposal accordingly and successfully 
passed it with 64% approval from voters. The city also used Polco to solicit 
residents’ input on allocating federal funds for COVID-19 relief and recovery 
efforts in 2020. The city found that most residents prioritised assistance for 
small businesses, healthcare workers and vulnerable populations. The city 
then allocated its funds accordingly and reported to residents how their feed-
back was used (Lubbock City Council, 2023a).

As a second example, one of the more innovative ways that Lubbock has 
enabled digital citizen participation is by allowing citizens to report for jury 
duty online. According to GovTech, Lubbock County is one of many counties in 
Texas that offers this option, which saves citizens time and hassle by avoiding 
a trip to the courthouse (Lubbock City Council, 2023b). When citizens receive 
a jury summons in the mail, they can log onto the Lubbock County Online 
Jury Access System website and follow the steps to complete their reporting 
process. They must answer some questions about their eligibility and availa-
bility for jury service, as well as provide their contact information. The system 
then assigns them a juror number and tells them if they need to appear at the 
courthouse on a specific date or if they are excused from service (Lubbock City 
Council, 2023b). Online jury reporting reduces congestion at the courthouse, 
saves paper and postage costs, allows citizens to plan for their jury duty obli-
gations and increases participation rates by making it more convenient and 
accessible for citizens. According to GovTech, Lubbock County has seen an 
increase of 10% in juror participation since implementing online reporting 
(Lubbock City Council, 2023a).

Another way that Lubbock has fostered digital citizen participation is by 
launching a cybersecurity awareness programme that educates citizens about 
online safety and responsible digital behaviour. The Office of the CIO at Texas 
Tech University oversees the programme, which provides Lubbock residents 
with a variety of resources and events. The programme also hosts an annual 
Cybersecurity Awareness Month every October with activities such as work-
shops, webinars, contests and giveaways. The goal of the programme is to 
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empower citizens with knowledge and skills that will help them stay safe 
online and use technology for good.

The city government in Lubbock has implemented various digital platforms 
and tools to engage citizens in governance, planning and decision-making. 
One of the key initiatives is transitioning city council meetings to an online 
format in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. This allows citizens to attend 
remotely and participate in discussions through live chats and Q&A sessions. 
Another initiative is the implementation of a digital participatory budgeting 
platform that enables residents to propose and vote on community projects, 
giving them a direct say in allocating a portion of the city’s budget (Lubbock 
City Council, 2023b). Additionally, the MyLubbock app allows citizens to 
report non-emergency issues, such as potholes, graffiti or broken street lights, 
directly to the city, fostering a sense of ownership and involvement in main-
taining the community. Furthermore, the city government maintains active 
social media accounts to inform citizens about news, events and opportunities 
for participation (Lubbock City Council, 2023a).

5.2.2 Top-Down and Bottom-Up Elements of Digital Participation  
in Lubbock, Texas

The narrative of digital citizen participation in Lubbock, Texas, while show-
casing a synergistic blend of top-down and bottom-up approaches, warrants 
a more nuanced and critical examination. While the initiatives undertaken 
represent significant steps toward enhancing civic engagement, several under-
lying issues and challenges merit closer scrutiny.

From a top-down perspective, the Lubbock government’s adoption of digi-
tal platforms such as Polco and the MyLubbock app has undeniably facilitated 
improved interaction between the city and its residents. However, this reliance 
on digital tools raises concerns about inclusivity and accessibility (Mehan, 
2023). The assumption that all residents have equal access to digital resources 
overlooks the digital divide that may exist within the community. This dispar-
ity can lead to unequal participation opportunities, potentially marginalising 
certain groups who lack digital access or skills.

The transition of city council meetings to an online format during the 
COVID-19 pandemic is commendable for its adaptability. However, this shift 
also poses questions about long-term engagement and the effectiveness of dig-
ital forums in replicating the dynamics of in-person meetings. The potential 
for reduced personal interaction and the challenges of managing public dis-
course in a digital environment are aspects that need critical evaluation.

Regarding the bottom-up approach, while the active use of digital tools 
by Lubbock’s residents suggests a heightened level of engagement and 
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empowerment, it is essential to assess critically the actual impact of this par-
ticipation. For instance, the digital participatory budgeting platform, though 
innovative, requires a closer look at how representative the participating 
demographic is of the city’s entire population. There is a risk of biased out-
comes if the platform primarily attracts certain segments of the community 
while leaving others under-represented (Mostafavi & Mehan, 2023).

In terms of formal and informal digital practices, Lubbock’s initiatives, 
including the online jury reporting system and the use of social media for 
civic interaction, certainly mark progress in digital civic engagement. Yet, it is 
crucial to analyse the effectiveness of these practices in achieving substantive 
civic outcomes (Mehan & Mostafavi, 2023). The jury reporting system, while 
increasing convenience, needs to be evaluated for its impact on the quality 
of jury selection and the legal process. Similarly, the role of social media in 
civic engagement, while fostering informal communication, may also lead to 
the proliferation of misinformation and polarised debates, aspects that require 
vigilant monitoring and management.

Finally, Lubbock’s cybersecurity awareness programme is a positive step 
toward promoting responsible online engagement. However, the programme’s 
effectiveness in reaching and educating the diverse populace of Lubbock and 
its actual impact in mitigating cybersecurity risks among citizens remains an 
area open to further exploration and assessment.

5.2.3 Formal and Informal Practices of Digital Participation  
in Lubbock, Texas

Lubbock, Texas, has made notable advances in digital citizen participation, 
transitioning traditional civic processes like city council meetings and public 
hearings to online platforms, thereby enhancing accessibility and inclusivity. 
However, this shift necessitates a critical examination of the depth and quality 
of engagement these digital media provide. While they offer convenience, they 
may not fully replicate the dynamic of in-person interactions, raising concerns 
about the comprehensive inclusivity of these platforms, particularly for indi-
viduals with limited digital access or skills. Also, the online jury reporting sys-
tem needs to be closely looked at to see how well it works at making sure that 
the jury pool is diverse and representative, even though more people are using 
it. This is because digital processes can introduce bias.

On the informal side, social media platforms in Lubbock have opened new 
avenues for citizen engagement, facilitating spontaneous discussions and 
grassroots initiatives. Yet, these channels come with challenges like misinfor-
mation, echo chambers and digital harassment, necessitating careful man-
agement to ensure a balanced and factual discourse. Furthermore, the city’s 
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cybersecurity awareness programme, critical for safe and responsible digital 
engagement, needs evaluation regarding its impact across the community’s 
various segments. Ensuring that this programme effectively enhances the dig-
ital literacy and security practices of all citizens, especially those less techno-
logically adept, is crucial for the programme’s success. Overall, while Lubbock’s 
digital participation initiatives are progressive, a balanced approach address-
ing issues of access, equity and the effective management of digital platforms 
is essential for realising the full potential of these efforts.

5.3 Case 3 – Test Planning at the Lakefront in the Wollishofen 
Neighbourhood	in	Zürich	(Switzerland)

5.3.1 Hybrid Grassroots Practices in Formal Planning Processes
From 2021 to 2022, the city planning office of Zürich was commissioned to 
carry out a test planning at the lakefront in Wollishofen, a neighbourhood in 
the city. The aim of the test planning, initiated by a political motion in the local 
council (GR 2019/44), was to test different use scenarios of spatial and urban 
planning approaches for the examined perimeter by considering the city res-
idents’ needs for recreation, public space and affordable housing (AfS, 2022). 
As the area was assessed as being of public interest, the city planning office 
integrated a participatory component into the process; this is uncommon for 
the planning instrument test planning. Representatives of the local popula-
tion and the private property owners of the planning perimeter were invited 
to participate in the planning process between October 2021 and January 2023.

The reason for the political motion leading to the test planning was based on 
a potential real estate development by a private company processing concrete 
and gravel (Kibag AG) at the lakefront in Wollishofen, which raised public con-
cerns. Wollishofen is an exemplary middle-class residential neighbourhood 
and has experienced major urban development changes in recent years: a 
handful of former industrial buildings bordering Lake Zürich had been redevel-
oped into real estate projects in the high-price segment (Statistik Stadt Zürich, 
2023). Previously, a former car garage located on the test planning perimeter 
was demolished and reconstructed as 68 luxurious rental apartments, store-
fronts, and office spaces (Website Franz Mythenquai Zürich). Local residents 
were worried about potential conflicts between local users and the new resi-
dents as well as the forthcoming commercialisation of the area. The planning 
application was too advanced for any objection and construction complaints, 
but due to similar developments on the land plot of Kibag AG, a coalition of 
neighbourhood residents, cultural workers and citizens of Zürich called Linkes 
Seeufer für Alle (LSFA, Left Lakeshore for All) formed itself, advocating for a 
public and democratic debate on the future development of the land owned by 
Kibag AG (LSFA n.d.). LSFA directed its criticism against the private company 
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as well as the city council, which issued a special use plan for the land plot 
in 2008 and transferred the commercial zone into a mixed-use zone, which 
legally laid the foundation for the real estate project (GR 2008/358).

The planning perimeter that was examined is characterised by its diverse 
use for local recreation and culture; located in the area is a neighbourhood 
community centre, an alternative cultural centre that has historically resulted 
from the Opera House riots (youth protests in the 1980s), a park with public 
barbecue spots, numerous swimming spots, two commercial buildings and a 
shipyard. The preservation of this zone was the key demand of LSFA, together 
with other local actors (e.g. the neighbourhood association). Both the rep-
resentatives of local institutions and organisations and the private property 
owners of the planning perimeter attended three participatory workshops 
which accompanied the development of three urban planning scenarios. 
Additionally, the city planning office engaged in dialogue with the greater 
public through an info-point located in front of the community centre on five 
selected dates as well as an information event in September 2022. Apart from 
the documentation of the process on the website of the city of Zürich, as well 
as an in-situ online poll through a QR code at the information event, the citizen 
participation was executed in an analogue setting. Meanwhile, local actors, 
notably LSFA, used various digital channels and tools to demand the preserva-
tion of public space both within and outside of the formal test planning.

5.3.2 Top-Down and Bottom-Up Elements in the Test Planning  
and Beyond

The project design of the test planning was structured predominantly in a 
top-down manner. Invited interest groups were chosen by the project team 
and each group was allowed to send one or two representative individual(s). 
The decision-making power was in the hands of a supervisory committee with 
representatives from different departments of the city administration as well 
as external experts. During the workshop format, invited participants were able 
to communicate their concerns, proposals and requests. Additionally, local 
actors used various digital and analogue channels to make their claim on the 
contested urban space. While these practices can be classified as bottom-up 
initiatives, a closer observation reveals a more complex situation:

 – All participants of the test planning, apart from the private property own-
ers, were opposed to private housing in the examined area and collaborated 
with the local coalition LSFA. Some actors were jumping scales (Smith, 
2014), as they were simultaneously representatives of institutions largely 
funded by public funds (neighbourhood community centre, Rote Fabrik) 
and collaborators of resistant practices, such as an online political petition.
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 – Digital tools were used for mobilising and strengthening relevant networks 
by local actors. Instagram (social media), Telegram (messenger), and the par-
ticipatory portal of the Zürich city administration (Participatory Budgeting 
Process in 2021; Decidim Software) encouraged collaboration beyond local 
networks.

 – The digital space has been used as an additional space to make territorial 
claims by grassroots practices and has initiated a public debate. This indi-
cates that local actors have politicised in a highly professional and organ-
ised manner both within and beyond the test planning process, blending 
the binary between bottom-up and top-down.

5.3.3 Formal and Informal Practices in the Test Planning and Beyond
Due to a lack of decision-making power in the test planning, local actors such 
as the LSFA searched for various hybrid interfaces to strengthen their position 
and demands for the area. Thus, the coalition submitted a project idea for 
the first citywide participatory budgeting which was carried out by the urban 
development department in the city administration in 2021 and applied for 
CHF 4,500 (approximately EUR 4,000) for a neighbourhood event. The aim of 
the festival was to “put the interests of the local community back at the centre 
of the […] debate” (LSFA, 2021). The project team of the participatory budget-
ing acted as an enabler to occupy contested urban space legally to make claims 
and circulate its demands in the manner of informal practices. This formalisa-
tion of traditionally informal practices becomes visible in a statement by the 
organisers: “The festival is legal, popular, and fascinating, but the gesture is also 
that of an occupation: the appropriation of a space stimulates the imagination 
of what else could be done with it” (LSFA, 2022). This example demonstrates 
formalisation processes as state practices, ensured by a digital citizen partici-
pation platform.

The city administration has clearly distinguished between planning prac-
tices within the test planning and other hybrid practices and initiatives by 
LSFA and other actors, such as an online political petition, the neighbourhood 
festival, a demonstration, informational posts on Instagram etc. Therefore, 
“informal practices” remained ignored within the “formal planning process”. 
These hegemonic regulations shaped power relations within the test planning. 
Nevertheless, the counter-practices deeply influenced or at least substanti-
ated the final report of the test planning – there, the supervisory committee 
follows a similar line of argumentation as the local interest groups and rec-
ommends the preservation and extension of public space with no residential  
housing areas.
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5.4	 Case	4	–	National	Map	of	Security	Threats	as	a	Digital,	
Citizens-Involving Tool for Crime Mapping, Based on GIS (Poland)

5.4.1 Creation of Safe Neighbourhoods by the Use of Volunteered 
Geographic Information (VGI)

Crime mapping has been used for years for imaging, analysing, preventing and 
combating crime. Initially, maps served only the police in their efforts to fight 
against crime. Subsequently, crime maps became sources of public informa-
tion on the level of security in particular locations. In the 21st century, citizens 
have become not only passive users of these tools but also their active creators, 
which has been possible mainly thanks to digitisation. VGI is a new way of col-
lecting and gathering data, through which geospatial content is generated by 
non-professionals using mapping systems available on the internet. In Poland, 
it has been involved in the process of encouraging citizens to share informa-
tion about the threats and dangers in their neighbourhoods.

The National Map of Security Threats (NMST, Krajowa Mapa Zagrożeń 
Bezpieczeństwa) was implemented in Poland as a GIS-based tool to involve cit-
izens in the process of creation of local security and as a source of knowledge 
about the perception of personal security of NMST users. It was established 
in 2016 after 12,000 meetings between police officers and local communities 
in which the greatest threats in the areas were discussed (Szyszka & Polko, 
2020; Polko & Kimic, 2024). The NMST is an interactive tool enabling citizens 
to report online threats in their residential area (https://mapy.geoportal.gov 
.pl/iMapLite/KMZBPublic.html). Reports made by citizens are visible down to 
the street and number (if this can be indicated). The map allows for reports to 
be made in 26 hazard categories related to threats occurring in a range of pub-
lic spaces (such as roads or green areas) and social behaviours (Kimic & Polko, 
2022): acts of vandalism, unguarded bathing sites, wild waste dumps, poach-
ing, groupings of minors at risk of corruption, dangerous places on the water, 
dangerous places for entertainment, illegal logging, illegal car rallies, improper 
parking, unguarded track and railway crossings, inappropriate road infrastruc-
ture, destruction of greenery, a homeless person in need of assistance, driv-
ing quads in forest areas, speeding, alcohol consumption in prohibited places, 
drowning, use of drugs, wandering stray dogs, burning of grass, traffic incidents 
involving forest animals, animal abuse, poor traffic organisation, begging.

The reporting system is simple and intuitive. The user clicks the red button 
labelled “Add report” and selects the threat type from the list of categories and 
then indicates the location of the report on the map by clicking on the right 
place or by entering the address. In the report, the user can indicate the time 
of the day or days of the week or if the threat occurs periodically, describe it 
in detail and even attach a photo. Each time, the person entering the report is 

https://mapy.geoportal.gov.pl/iMapLite/KMZBPublic.html
https://mapy.geoportal.gov.pl/iMapLite/KMZBPublic.html
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informed that in the case of an emergency, police should be contacted imme-
diately by telephone on indicated numbers. Each report is anonymous.

Reports are marked with colours indicating their status: new (green), veri-
fication (yellow), confirmed (red), confirmed and transferred to other institu-
tions (violet), confirmed and eliminated (blue) and unconfirmed (gray) (see 
Figure 8.1). A citizen’s report registered in the system appears on the map with 
a “new” status. Within a maximum of two days, it must be examined by the 
local coordinator appointed at the level of the city (county, district) head-
quarters and placed on a threat verification card. The verification may take a 
maximum of five days, which does not always make it possible to determine 
the validity of the report, especially in case of incidental or seasonal events. 
After verification, the report is assigned a “confirmed” or “unconfirmed” status. 
Subsequent events from the same category in the same area and added in the 
same time frame automatically receive the status of “confirmed”. By the end of 
2021, 2,122,772 threat reports were recorded.

Apart from some limitations (such as a lack of access to archived data or a 
predetermined list of threats which can be reported [Polko, 2022]), the NMST 
is a unique tool that allows residents to report dangers or hazards in a given 
area and at the same time have access to at least some of the data collected 
in this way. The residents can follow the status updates and compare their 
reports with the reports of the other users. In this way, they can enhance the 
safety of the neighbourhood and have information about its condition. The 
digital nature of the tool allows for quick and anonymous reports, which is an 

Figure 8.1 Example from NMST (city of Katowice)
Source: The NMST website 
(https://mapy.geoportal.gov.pl/iMapLite/KMZBPublic.html)

https://mapy.geoportal.gov.pl/iMapLite/KMZBPublic.html
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alternative to visiting the police station. By having the threat eliminated after 
the report, they might be encouraged to do other types of activities for the  
local community.

5.4.2 Top-Down and Bottom-Up Practices of NMST
The National Map of Security Threats is a tool initiated, developed and pro-
vided by the Polish state police following the logic of top-down activity. The 
police established rules for the use of the map, and it is the only institution 
entitled to collect data and decide which data will be available online in 
open access. Any other limitations provided by the tool (such as a closed list 
of threats possible to report by citizens or lack of access to the archive data) 
are also an effect of the institutional decision. Local map administrators are 
to decide which of the reported threats will be sent for verification and, as a 
consequence, elimination. After submitting the report citizens cannot interact 
with the administrator.

At the same time, the NMST is not entirely a top-down tool, as it shows ele-
ments of the bottom-up logic. Firstly, the map was implemented after a public 
consultation with citizens (12,000 participants) as a response to their need for 
quick, easy and anonymous communication with the police from the place 
where the threat exists. Traditional forms of communication, such as a phone 
call or face-to-face report at the police station, were regarded as too engaging 
in case of “small threats”. Secondly, the map was primarily tested in the Silesia 
region to verify not only the technical aspects of the tool but also such ele-
ments as the list of the threats possible to report or the response system. It was 
modified after receiving suggestions. Thirdly, the map is evaluated annually 
and improved according to the received suggestions (for example, some of the 
categories of threats to be reported were added after feedback from the citi-
zens). The suggestions referring to the possible modification of the tool could 
be sent by email or by the app at any time, while staying anonymous.

5.4.3 Formal and Informal Practices of NMST
The National Map of Security Threats is an example of a formal practice. 
Although the reporting process is fully online and anonymous, it follows the 
same procedures as in the case of the face-to-face report at the police station. 
The form of the report has no impact on the police procedures – that is why 
the next stages of the process are very formal and transparent. Reports are reg-
istered and classified, and the police or other institutions have five days for ver-
ification and confirmation of the report. Citizens can observe the reaction of 
the police on the internet (on the map) and verify online status with the activ-
ity in the field (the process of elimination of the hazard or danger). In cases in 
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which there is no satisfaction with the result or in case of the reappearance of 
the threat, it might be re-reported, as many times as needed. In cases of a lack 
of reaction to the reported problem, a citizen might make a direct complaint 
to the local police station commander.

There is no space in the NMST for informal activity because the police treat 
the reports from the map in the same way as other reports. However, citizens 
dissatisfied with the reaction (or lack of it) in case of the threats reported by 
them might not only re-report them individually but also in a collective mode 
with the others from the neighbourhood, to make a bigger impact. It has been 
possible to indicate examples of such activities on the map, mostly in cases 
of the more common threats such as speeding, improper parking and alcohol 
consumption in prohibited places. In this form, “massive report” is a method of 
informal activity undertaken to “boost” formal procedures.

6 Discussion

The case studies are differently structured in terms of their geographical con-
text, local governance, and participation practices and the digital tools used 
that range from participatory budgeting, GIS-based maps and digital survey 
platforms to low-threshold tools, such as social media or websites. Despite 
their differences, all the case studies share a similar stance: a government-led 
tool, programme or practice for (digital) citizen participation, introduced by 
city-level administrations with the aim of establishing new channels of com-
munication and decision-making channels between governments and citizens 
and co-create the urban space, or enhancing existing channels. All four cases 
show that bottom-up and top-down practices in citizen participation are exer-
cised beyond that binary logic. Digitalisation in citizen participation has even 
increased complex relationships in between. The situation in Zürich, where 
new networks and inter-scalar relationships (Brenner, 2001) in the digital 
sphere have shaped both local planning and grassroots practices, has served to 
emphasise this. Often, actors cannot be categorised as bottom-up or top-down. 
Rather, their position on the scale is constantly shifting, depending on the 
observed space (digital, hybrid or analogue) and practice, and different actors 
fulfil multiple roles at the same time. As the case from Helsinki shows, vari-
ous challenges come with hybrid settings: The geographically local, culturally 
intimate (Herzfeld, 2016) networks alternate between digital ones that include 
unfamiliar actors and situations. These are difficult to place into the hierarchies 
many participants are familiar with. In the OmaStadi participatory budgeting 
process, finding a balance between in-person and digital environments was 
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difficult (and stressful) and led to a lack of clarity for the participants. The dig-
ital platform did not correspond to the spatial layer of districts. For the same 
reason, many participants moved the dialogue away from the official platform 
to face-to-face encounters and local social media platforms.

The approach of Lubbock, Texas, to digital citizen participation, integrating 
top-down and bottom-up methods, showcases significant progress yet requires 
critical examination. The government’s adoption of digital platforms like Polco 
and the MyLubbock app, and the shift to online city council meetings reflect 
a commitment to modernising civic engagement. However, this top-down 
strategy must be scrutinised for its inclusivity and accessibility, particularly for 
those with limited digital literacy or access. Conversely, while the bottom-up 
engagement of residents on these platforms indicates increased community 
involvement, it raises questions about the representativeness and equity of 
this participation across diverse demographic groups (Mehan et al., 2022). The 
implementation of a digital participatory budgeting platform is a notable step, 
but its effectiveness in democratising decision-making and encompassing var-
ied community voices requires further critical evaluation. Overall, Lubbock’s 
initiatives highlight a need for ongoing assessment to ensure they effectively 
bridge the digital divide and genuinely represent the entire community.

That hybridity is a key element of digital citizen participation can also be 
observed in the Polish case of the National Map of Security Threats. The tool 
had been developed, provided and managed by the police and only this insti-
tution can decide which data will be published and be open for all community 
members, but the idea came from the citizens during meetings with the police 
representatives across the city districts. The citizens also actively participate in 
the tool improvement process by proposing new categories of threats that it is 
possible to report to be added to the list. Data collected through the NMST are 
discussed during local meetings referring to security issues and has led to par-
ticular decisions such as more police patrols on the street, new video surveil-
lance installations and reconstructions of the road infrastructure. That is why 
the tool is actively used by citizens with the potential to be one of the crucial 
sources of information about local safety and security.

Through new modes of governance increasingly shifting to digital or hybrid 
formats, the state authorities and city administrations reproduce the fram-
ing of formality/informality in the digital sphere. Roy (2009) has described 
informality as being structured through regulations on political, social and 
discursive regulations. In the context of the digital participatory budget-
ing process in Zürich, where a grassroots organisation and other local actors 
organised a neighbourhood festival in the manner of a “legal occupation”, such 
smart governance strategies shaping informal practices become particularly 
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pronounced. This example shows the complex, sometimes contradictory prac-
tices in hybrid citizen participation. On the one hand, the city administration 
legalises spatial and territorial claims by local actors and therefore creates new 
power relations in the examined case. On the other hand, with the formalisa-
tion process, authorities can integrate their own regulations and frameworks 
into bottom-up practices. Similarly, the National Map of Security Threats 
reproduces formal procedures in the digital form of an online tool. Although 
the process of reporting new threats is easy and anonymous from a technical 
point of view, the next steps undertaken by the police are as formal as in the 
case of a traditional police report – they are registered, verified, confirmed or 
unconfirmed and, finally, eliminated. In this case, digitisation refers only to the 
form of activity, not to the process. However, successful informal digital partic-
ipation on social media platforms has created an environment for spontane-
ous discussions and collaborations among citizens, leading to a more engaged 
citizenry. Clearly, this shows how grassroots groups extend their domains 
based on new modes of governance. This has also been the case in Helsinki, 
where the separate groups involved oscillate between the formal and informal 
domains, use tactical interventions to reach their aims and alternate between 
digital and in-person environments to form new networks. Still, the definition 
of the formal state practices is at the heart of the process. The understand-
ing of participation and democracy varies considerably among civil servants, 
decision-makers and residents and, in many ways, OmaStadi PB has become 
an arena for voicing these concerns.

7 Conclusion

With shifting modes of governance in the age of digitalisation and entrepre-
neurial politics, citizen participation has undergone considerable revision. 
These developments have reframed (digital) citizen participation as both 
a hegemonic and neoliberal strategy to govern and introduced novel lev-
erage for social movements and grassroots practices to take part in formal 
decision-making processes. To move beyond a simplistic and binary logic of 
citizen participation – bottom-up/top-down and formal/informal – the con-
ceptualisation of a context-sensitive framework has been useful as an analyt-
ical lens through which to study digital citizen participation in a comparative 
context. While the valued aspects of citizen participation are structured in 
different ways, the case studies have shown that, first, despite the differences 
in structuring and executing participatory processes, digital citizen participa-
tion fosters novel multi-actor networks negotiating governance of the urban 
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space. Second, the digital and analogue environments are brought together 
in participatory processes and the participants have to find balance in shift-
ing scales between often radically different environments. Acknowledgement 
and understanding of this multi-layered hybridity are central for studies 
of citizen participation. Third, the new modes of governance enable novel 
senses of informality in participation and often enhance previous senses. 
Digital participatory processes are never neutral, and it is important to track 
down temporal continuities and discontinuities of participatory politics. 
Therefore, it seems crucial to move beyond simplistic categorisations of cit-
izen participation to acknowledge the complex multi-hybrid terrain of dig-
ital transformations. The framework suggested serves as a starting point for 
this. Further research on the implications and practices of digital citizen 
participation needs to be conducted to validate and adapt the framework in  
varying contexts.
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