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The theme of involving many actors in urban and ter-
ritorial policies has been treated in some niche expe-
riences during the Twentieth Century in Italy (Savoldi 
2006; Laino 2010), but it has had a wide diffusion 
since the Nineties due to some new political, social 
and administrative conditions.
The design and the adoption by the European Un-
ion of a first set of programmes, which pushed the 
member States to make participation one of the 
main instruments of intervention, is one of the key 
elements that allowed administrators and local enti-
ties to 
directly cope with these issues. The first experimenta-
tions of integrated urban regeneration programmes, 
in the national field, like Urban Pilot Projects (1993) 
and Urban 1 (1994), and the consecutive Italian ver-
sions Contratto di quartiere I (1998) and Urban Italia 
(2000), belong to those years.
Moreover, it is possible to remark that, in the same 
years, broad and structured participatory paths 
combined with a practice of political leadership con-
nected with direct commitment by administrators. 
The success of many participation experiences ef-
fectively depended on the capability of institutions 
to listen to citizens and inhabitants during decision-
making processes. The implementation of the di-
rect election of Mayors helped to change the style 
of government, leading to the rise of personalities 
able to connect visions of the future with mobiliza-

tion ‘from the bottom up’ and ‘political piloting’ ca-
pability, through the redefinition of a field of practic-
es, competences, routines and rhetorics (Balducci, 
Calvaresi 2005).
If, in previous times, pressures towards the activa-
tion of participatory processes were basically bot-
tom-up, and possibly forced institutions to accept 
instances and requests advanced by social move-
ments, in 1990s we can see the implementation of 
design practices in which public administrations try 
to involve and to include citizens.
The background of these changes has to be found 
also in the high complexity of social context and of 
decision-making areas: the crisis of political repre-
sentation and intermediate structures, together with 
the weakness of public actors as sole decision-mak-
ers, made evident the necessity to extend the are-
nas (to include different institutions, but also associ-
ations, organizations of interests, groups of citizens).
More than a decade after the first experimentations, 
the institutional paths to participation have become 
diffused in Italy. Today, participation is significant in 
new urban renewal programmes and, always more 
frequently, adopted by new plans for the government 
of territory at the urban scale (projects to reuse pub-
lic spaces, participation processes within the design 
of new urban plans, participatory budgetings).
After all, a new social entities’ awareness has grown 
up about the opportunity to look for forms of interac-
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tion with the institutional sphere, without adversarial 
relations, which can combine pressures ‘from the 
bottom up’ and pressures ‘from the top down’.

Cycles of participation
According to a classification proposed by Fare-
ri (2004) it is possible to identify some references 
about the origin and the characteristics of participa-
tory approaches in Italy, identifying a legacy derived 
from different cycles of participation.
The first one dates back to the 1970s, we can de-
fine it as the ‘social conflict’ cycle. It is character-
ized by the establishment of social movements ‘from 
the bottom up’, which «coincide with the break into 
the city, and about the issues related to the city, of 
movements that until then had remained inside the 
factories» (Fareri op.cit.)
These movements were clearly characterized on the 
ideological level and by homogeneous social com-
position; they redefined the proletariat on the urban 
level and played on the antagonism against institu-
tions, claiming a right to alternative ways of city mak-
ing. The characteristics of the 1970s movements are 
related to the general features of social movements 
(also those arose in recent years, at the global scale); 
they are entities based upon shared beliefs and soli-
darity, committed to antagonistic approaches mainly 
expressed through protests. Protest, when covered 
by the mass media, is seen as a political resource by 
powerless groups, which can be meant as groups 
lacking resources that can be directly exchanged 
with decision-makers (Della Porta 2009).
In the perspective of protest as a form of request 
for a larger public intervention, the diffusion of forms 
of participation ‘from the bottom up’ affected many 
fields, with a strong identification between territo-
ries, political realities and local communities. On the 
level of policies, as a result of actions carried out by 
neighborhood committees, one of the consequenc-
es of this diffusion was the establishment of decen-
tralized bodies like the District Councils, the mission 
of which was to ‘bring into neighborhoods’ the local 
government functions and to create territorially well-
established arenas for discussion.
This attempt to institutionalize local movements is 
perhaps one of the reasons that led to the decline 
of this cycle. Although they were an innovation and 
wanted to ease the relations between citizens and 
administrators, these institutional bodies were af-
fected by many rigidities and by the difficulty to really 
engage with the local situations where they oper-
ated.
“In the years that followed, the 1970s participatory 
and protesting wave has been in some way re-
shaped and harnessed by these new instruments of 
‘subordinate participation’, they
almost deprived it of its radical contents. The recog-
nition of the scarcity of results is, perhaps, one of the 
reasons for the downturn in interest in participation 
for several years” (Petrillo 2006).
This decline has been followed by the rise of a sec-
ond cycle, at the beginning of the 1980s. It had 

different features and was associated with the so-
called ‘NIMBY (not In My Back Yard) Syndrome’. 
The previous form of mobilization, which was tied to 
an ‘actor-movement’, faded into new characteristics 
of self-organization. It concerned groups of citizens 
getting together to deal with a specific issue, espe-
cially to oppose the implementation of great urban 
transformation projects fostered by institutions. Citi-
zens’ committees established themselves ad hoc, 
with the only aim to oppose a project or a public 
policy, and they were destined to dissolve once the 
case was over. They were neutral arenas, without 
political belonging, tied to a delimited goal, which 
also defined their duration. This dynamics “facilitate 
the consensus of ‘common citizens’ and forms of 
involvement that can be intense (in the immediate 
present) and few demanding (in the future). The in-
formal character allows flexibility and room for ma-
neuver, which are barely practicable by more official 
and structured organizations” (Bobbio 1999). These 
entities establish themselves very quickly, entrench-
ing themselves in a narrow social tissue that has a 
poor repertoire of forms of protest. Their character-
istics are decisively ‘reactive’. This defensive trait 
underlines the will to ‘participate’ not so much to 
obtain some benefit, but only to avoid decisions that 
are considered as damaging. The outcome of this 
approach is a proper ‘clash’, through an attitude in-
spired by rejection of any project-oriented logic, in 
the name of a local and particular interest. Therefore, 
these organizations ask the political world ‘to not in-
tervene’, to dismiss the project or to move it else-
where. The diffusion of these groups in the 1990s 
can be related to the gradual lack of forms of me-
diation between society and institutions, which led 
to proliferation of forms of direct representation that 
gave voice to local complaints. This phenomenon 
can be seen as a “signal of a renaissance of basic 
democracy (meaning that they allow the expres-
sion of requests that, in the past, would have been 
softened by political mediation) or as the menacing 
display of the ‘anti-politics’ (in the sense that they 
refuse to take any responsibility for the ‘common 
good’)” (Bobbio op.cit.).
The third cycle of participation relates to the 1990s 
and it rises, at least in part, as an attempt by institu-
tional entities to deal with the problems of decision-
making and effectiveness created by the difficulties 
of the past period. In some way, there is a reversal of 
perspective. If, in previous cycles, pressures towards 
the activation of participatory processes were ‘from 
the bottom up’, and institutions possibly accepted 
instances and requests advanced by movements, 
in the 1990s design practices were established by 
public administrations to involve and to include citi-
zens in the decisions for the city. That is also the 
period in which the dominant models of public in-
tervention fall into a definitive crisis, and the involve-
ment of inhabitants therefore becomes a condition 
for both understanding objectives (and perceptions) 
of the policy recipients, and researching new solu-
tions on the level of economic sustainability and of 
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services management. 
It is possible to highlight some elements that char-
acterize this third cycle: participation is proposed 
‘from the top down’ toward society, and it is meant 
as a mode of design and government (by institu-
tions) rather than an instrument to play the conflict 
(by movements). The working field of participation 
is the local area, and inhabitants become central as 
bearers of the specificity of a particular environment.
In the background, on the one hand, public policies 
lose part of their universal nature, and, on the other, 
the roles of administrators (and the technicians sup-
porting them) as sole policy makers disappear: ac-
tions begin to be established as social and design 
processes, in which all the actors can play a signifi-
cant role.

What forms of participation today? Where do 
they meet? From the ‘top down’ or ‘bottom up’?
When trying to outline how the field of participa-
tion is constituted today, it is possible to say that 
we are registering the permanence, in various ways, 
of the aforementioned cycles, but also the develop-
ment of new methods. In the last decade, it seems 
increasingly evident the need to adopt new forms 
of city government, which have to include ways of 
interaction with a plurality of actors. Terms such as 
inclusion, partnership and participation characterize 
different projects and policies in the field of urban 
transformation, but also in the field of social cohe-
sion, of cultural animation and integration. Therefore, 
many new areas of participation are established, 
which are often promoted by institutions, but this 
diffusion does not necessarily correspond to higher 
openness and effectiveness of the processes. On 
the contrary, there is the risk that participation will 
change into a ‘procedural form’ that leads to the loss 
of its innovative tension. This is one of the paradoxes 
of participation (Miessen 2010): the areas in which 
it is produced can also be reduced to ‘weak’ forms 
of consultation, which have low capability to influ-
ence public choices merely in terms of consensus 
building and conflict containment in a perspective of 
renewal of conditions for a ‘good politics’, which is 
important but not sufficient. The risk is that of cre-
ating a ‘selected access’ arena (Paba 2009) in the 
sense that only those forces (institutional, private, 
third-sector entities and associations) that have in-
struments to access the real areas of design are in-
volved, therefore there is not a significant redefinition 
of power relations and structures of democracy. The 
paradox is that participation itself can become a way 
of exclusion, especially of the weaker actors, who 
do not have instruments to represent themselves.
On the other hand, participation ‘from the bottom 
up’ ha structured itself in forms that are partially new, 
not always plainly confrontational as they were in the 
past. Today actors with a history of conflict, but also 
the more recent ones arose from the pressure at 
‘making’ (Cellamare 2014), undertake initiatives that 
effectively deal with the realization of projects, test-
ing their ideas and capabilities. Social disadvantage 

and exclusion, top-down mega-projects, disused 
areas, neglected green areas and models of con-
sumption are some of the issues experienced by 
promoters as fields to work on in a perspective of 
social and physical transformation of the city, often 
starting from small gestures of the everyday life also 
linked to new lifestyles (Jegou, Manzini 2008). These 
experiences are also important occasions to ‘culti-
vate sociability’ in connection with the promotion of 
a project, experimenting relations, sharing of knowl-
edges, new expressiveness, alternative models of 
consumption: in many cases these are ‘social expe-
riences’ that concern the dimension of appropriation 
and the creation of common paths.
Therefore, many pressures towards participation 
coexist today, and they have two opposite origins: 
from the top and from the bottom. If, in fact, the start 
of participatory processes mainly depends on the in-
itiative of local administrations, which for various rea-
sons are oriented towards an enlarged management 
of their power, it is also true that, in other cases, it 
is possible to reach structured experiences of par-
ticipation through long-lasting disputes and claims 
arose from civil society. All projects of participatory 
nature combine these components (top-down and 
bottom-up) in different ways, depending on the 
game between actors, in a continuum in which op-
posite poles are represented, on the one hand, by 
the processes of listening to citizens (which are es-
tablished by institutions to see the policy recipients’ 
point of view), on the other hand, by self-organiza-
tion experiences of groups and committees in the 
absence of public institutions. Between these two 
extremes there is an interesting range of ‘hybrid’ ex-
periences (such as the management of public prop-
erty spaces, the ‘conduct’ of proximity services and 
the activation of urban spaces), in which it is pos-
sible to find forms of collaboration between different 
actors. In these cases, the roles and responsibilities 
of institutions and citizens are pushed to find new 
orientations beyond the business-as-usual.

The forms of participation. 
Deliberative processes vs. design processes
Participatory processes are characterized by net-
works of promoters, but also by the forms they take, 
which are of different types. Schematically, it is pos-
sible to identify processes that are oriented to the 
opening of arenas for the definition of public prob-
lems, or processes oriented to deal with a problem 
through the construction of an action-project. Start-
ing to distinguish between ‘deliberative processes’ 
and ‘design processes’, within the large framework 
of processes of interaction, can be useful in recog-
nizing different ways of interpreting and addressing 
participation.
On the one hand, in fact, participation is aimed at 
performing the match (and the ‘translation’) between 
political will and people’s desires. The main purpose 
is to construct arenas for discussion and sharing 
that favor the possibility that “interested actors will 
constitute themselves as an ‘investigating commu-
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nity’ supported by mutual and collective learning be-
tween co-protagonists” (Sclavi 2010). The outcome 
is an increased awareness of public choices, a new 
‘decision’ for the government of the city, a renewal 
of the places for discussion and debate. The idea is 
to broaden public discussion, involving all those who 
bear the consequences of specific decisions. It is 
through this enlargement that it is possible to open 
up a debate about the subject of choices and their 
implications, which can improve the content of de-
cisions and increase collective intelligence. In other 
words, inclusion is aimed at allowing a “cognitive en-
richment” (Bobbio 2013). 
Participation of deliberative nature, therefore, op-
erates on cognitive resources and on the creation 
of a relational context: on the one hand, rulers can 
recognize citizens’ preferences and prove their ac-
countability, on the other, citizens can express their 
point of view and then inquire about decisions 
(Floridia 2012). This process is not necessarily an 
occasion to remove differences and conflicts, but it 
can create an arena in which disagreements can be 
expressed in a reflective and informed way.
Those who practice this kind of participation em-
phasize that places and instruments of discussion 
have to be structured with the higher care in the 
identification of participants, the offering of debate, 
the conduction of processes and the organization 
of the physical space; citizens should be enabled to 
get balanced informations, to consult experts with 
different backgrounds, to express their opinions. 
These practitioners also underline that deliberation 
itself can be structured in very different ways, de-
pending on the territorial and political context (Ro-
mano 2012).
Participation, when oriented toward the construc-
tion of design processes, can be called ‘interactive 
design’ or “design via social interaction” (Cognetti 
2012); it is the kind of collaborative process that is 
aimed at treating a complex problem, also through 
the realization of a project or the implementation of 
a policy. We can say that the result of participation is 
not so much a decision or the opening of areas for 
discussion and debate, but it is an outcome that is 
primarily concerned with territorial and urban issues 
(policies, scenarios of change, reuse projects, modi-
fication programmes, and transformations). Interac-
tion aimed at a physical structure helps participants 
to develop a real argument made of small advances 
in contents, which often take place more easily if 
concerned with the dimension of ‘making’ and the 
construction of a common space, which is not a de-
liberative space but a physical one.
Design via social interaction is an attempt to “con-
struct a meaning and a common space, starting 
from the direct sharing of the ‘things to do’ related to 
interests and common goods” (Laino op. cit.). This 
activity does not necessarily refer to the design of 
spaces, but to design processes - in a broad sense 
– that start from places (a small garden, a disused 
building, an urban plan, an event in public spaces, 
a community center, etc.); it also refers to the pos-

sibility to establish new links with the territory based 
upon design and action, upon the construction of 
collective spaces of identity and self-representation. 
It can be called “a cultural process starting from 
places” (Hannerz 2001). The process of place mak-
ing (Cottino 2010; Silbergberg 2013) should wisely 
combine very different elements: uses and practic-
es, mechanisms of appropriation, transformations, 
functional structures and management structures. 
Experiences are not only specific physical changes; 
they are also processes that seem to be associated 
with potential for innovation on two different levels. 
The first level concerns the dimension of relations, 
in which places often become the scenario of “local 
micro-processes” (Bergamaschi 2012) based upon 
direct involvement and upon the opportunity to con-
figure new spaces of action in the city. The second 
level concerns the methods of directly taking charge 
of urban problems, in which processes also affect 
the dimension of public policies in the perspective of 
establishing themselves as “public policies de facto” 
(Balducci 2004).
The distinction between participatory processes of 
different nature (deliberative and design processes), 
which help us to distinguish between different out-
comes and dynamics of interaction, allows us to say 
that “in a deliberative democracy, after having ar-
gued, finally you vote or agree on a decision, where-
as in participation you build up and, just because 
you don’t vote, interaction must become more in-
tense, forcing actors to build up” (Paba 2009).

The construction of social and institutional 
capabilities. In all the cases, work on 
competences
One of the issues that is often in the background, 
when talking about participation, is related to com-
petences: the actors’ capabilities required to sit at 
a ‘table of discussion’, to assume a design role, to 
listen to the point of view of others, to make choic-
es and decisions. These are competences held by 
individuals ex-ante, but they are also capabilities 
that can be acquired during the participation pro-
cess, and the process should in part take charge of 
them. The emphasis on competences is important 
because it questions the legacies of participation: 
participatory processes are time-limited, but what 
remains at the end of the course? Among the re-
sults, an important aspect is concerned with what 
the different actors have learned. Also important it is 
what they have acquired both in terms of new instru-
ments for collaboration, discussion, exchange, and 
in terms of new knowledge and awareness of prob-
lems and solutions. The “approach to capabilities”, 
outlined by Sen, puts special emphasis on these 
aspects in the theoretical perspective of “basic so-
cial justice”. It raises a fundamental question about 
democracy: what can each person do or be? Some 
important issues about the government of society 
derive from this question, they relate to (Sen 1999): 
the creation of opportunities for everyone (every per-
son is a target); the defense of freedom of choice 
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(holding that the most important good for society is 
the promotion of a set of opportunities that people 
can put in to practice, or not); the attention to social 
injustice and entrenched inequalities (in particular, 
the lack of capabilities caused by marginalization 
and discrimination).
Capabilities, as defined, are both individual and inte-
rior, but they are also “combined abilities” (Nussbaum 
2011), which are expressed through an exchange 
with a social, economic and political environment. 
The emphasis on capabilities, as a balance between 
the interior expression of self and the possibility of 
an exchange (collaborative or confrontational) with 
an external environment, has a central role when re-
flecting upon participation.
Under current conditions, where the arenas for dis-
cussion and decision arise from plural pressures, 
the construction of capabilities of society is side 
by side with the building of institutional capabilities. 
Therefore, participatory processes can be meant as 
processes that potentially work both on the “social 
activation” (Laino 2012) and on the “activation of in-
stitutions”.
Institutions are required to have new capabilities 
to act within horizontal processes of discussion, in 
which administrators are actors within others. Many 
participatory processes 
do not deal very much with what the administra-
tive machine learns, with how technicians open 
themselves to argument and with a certain inertia 
expressed by institutions. The administrative appa-
ratus should accept innovations in terms of involve-
ment; innovations should create lasting changes in 
the ordinary structures of management of the public 
policies, which could develop new procedures and 
techniques. Instead, very often, participation is per-
ceived as a factor that slows down the processes 
and as a ‘forced’ step simply related to consensus 
building.
On the level of citizens, the habit to participate and 
the capability to share resources and to develop a 
design thinking approach do not belong to every-
one; therefore, it is important that a participation 
process takes charge of the real possibilities of ex-
pression and choice that are developed within the 
process itself. Participation can therefore be seen as 
generative of contexts that allow to ‘make’ and to 
participate, giving more power to society but also 
taking charge of increasing people’s opportunities to 
satisfy their needs, interests and expectations. 
The matter is not only about forms of redistribution 
of power and about the creation of a new culture of 
urban government; it is also about the opportunity to 
work on inclusive processes able to valorize social 
and institutional capabilities, to reinforce them, but 
also able to create new ones.

Conclusion
Today the field of participation is characterized by 
different pressures, which have to be carefully rec-
ognized and investigated. Each of them has a point 
from which it derives, and this origin can be identi-

fied. The institutional dimension of processes, in fact, 
is often combined with tensions ‘from the bottom 
up’ that find new ways to channel their expression 
and to channel debate. Sometimes it creates a sort 
of ‘procedural form’ of confrontation, in which inter-
esting premises and great expectations are followed 
by weak results in terms of innovation of policies. 
These situations are also tied to an approach that is 
mainly concerned with techniques; this kind of at-
titude has certainly helped to spread “participation” 
as a necessary element in the field urban policies, 
but also transformed it into a guided and structured 
path of interaction between actors. Whereas in Italy 
the possibility to adopt structured instruments of di-
alogue and interaction between citizens and institu-
tions, on the different levels of urban government, is 
today consolidated, the outcomes seem to be more 
questionable (even in cases in which considerable 
resources are available). Sometimes, however, par-
ticipation can establish itself not as a planning tech-
nique, but as a policy of active citizenship (Crosta 
2003), generating interesting forms of learning both 
among institutional entities and among social enti-
ties. In order to make it happen, the capabilities of 
all the interacting actors have to be put to work and 
improved: from deliberative arenas to collaborative 
projects, these new contexts of interaction require 
completely different ways of expression and debate 
from everyone of us, and they cannot easily be prac-
ticed.
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