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ABSTRACT

This paper examines Social Design not as an applicative method or pragmatic
toolkit, but as a critical analysis tool for interpreting existing practices in community
development and social innovation. Rather than extending the theory of Social
Design, the paper investigates insights gained by using Social Design as an analytical
lens to evaluate real-world community practices, highlighting both successful
examples and common failures. The paper employs a conceptual and comparative
approach to explore community development benchmarks beyond the corporate
realm, as identified in the existing literature. By reinterpreting these benchmarks
through the lens of Social Design theory, the study conducts a comparative analysis
to uncover common patterns related to participation, agency, relational
infrastructures, and the creation of social value, as well as issues of legitimacy and
reputation. The analysis reveals that Social Design makes a crucial distinction
between practices that only simulate participation and those that truly encourage
collective agency and relational value. Best practices show coherence among social
practices, supportive infrastructures, and positive social outcomes. Conversely,
recurring failures demonstrate patterns such as participation without agency, digital
solutionism, and metrics-driven engagement. These patterns help clarify why similar
community-oriented interventions can lead to vastly different social outcomes. As a
conceptual paper, the study does not provide empirical validation. Future research
could operationalise Social Design as an evaluative and diagnostic framework and
test its analytical capacity across different cultural, institutional, and community
contexts. For policymakers, designers, and community practitioners, the paper
proposes Social Design as a diagnostic lens for critically assessing existing and
proposed community interventions, thereby helping identify ineffective participatory
models and reducing the risk of symbolic or superficial forms of engagement. The
paper contributes originality by positioning Social Design as a critical interpretative
framework rather than a prescriptive method. It demonstrates its value in making
visible otherwise overlooked social dynamics, recurrent failure patterns, and the
conditions under which community practices can generate legitimacy, well-being,
and resilience.

Keywords - Social Design, Community Development, Participation, Social Innovation, Social
Value, Collective Well-Being

1. Introduction

In neighborhoods worldwide, residents are invited through signage to take
part in community activities, download apps, or participate in projects. New
shared spaces are opened, workshops held, and digital platforms launched to
connect neighbors and strengthen social bonds. This reflects a growing
recognition that well-being depends not only on infrastructure but also on
social relationships, mutual trust, and a sense of belonging (Wilkinson &
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Pickett, 2009). The focus on community life responds to broader concerns about weakening social ties,
declining trust, and increasing isolation, widely documented across societies (Putnam, 2000; Wright,
2022). Community initiatives are seen as ways to rebuild trust, foster cooperation, and address shared
problems. Participation is a key principle in policy, social innovation, and local development strategies
(Mulgan et al., 2007; Pawar, 2014), but outcomes vary. In some neighborhoods, residents take
ownership of shared spaces and build collaborations; in others, participation remains marginal, with
poorly attended meetings and fading initiatives. The same community garden or digital platform can be
lively in one place and unused in another. This variability shows that participatory mechanisms alone
don't ensure meaningful involvement. Participation varies: people may be invited to meetings where
decisions are made elsewhere, consultations may collect opinions without exerting influence, and
digital platforms may facilitate communication without building relationships.

Social Design has recently been investigated in the context of Community Management (Bevolo,
Rapaccini, Fabris & Monacelli, 2026), as an extension of a case study that reviews a robust application
of community management in real estate (Bevolo, Rapaccini, Fabris & Monacelli, 2025). These two
publications formed a foundation for further reflections. Following these two peer-reviewed papers, the
authors herewith posited that both scholars and practitioners might benefit from a sound understanding
and a novel interpretation of both community development and Social Design in urban contexts, and of
their mutual interrelations and potential interdependences. Departing from these lines of reflexivity, this
original article therefore proposes Social Design as a critical lens for re-interpreting community
practices.

Specifically, the authors do not adopt Social Design as a method to be implemented, but as an
interpretive framework that helps bring into focus the conditions under which participation becomes
meaningful, relationships take hold, and collective value begins to emerge, leading to the (self-)
development and management of citizen communities within given urban areas. By revisiting existing
community practices beyond the utilitarian principles of best practice versus worst practice through this
lens, we aim to identify recurring patterns that help explain why outcomes diverge so sharply, patterns
that conventional best-practice stories tend to leave in the background. Instead of prescribing “what
ought to be done”, this paper will help us understand under which conditions social bonds and
collective resilience can emerge and be sustained over time. Instead of asking which models work best,
we should ask why the same tools produce different results in different contexts. This requires
interpretative frameworks that reveal underlying dynamics, an understanding of “Design” beyond
capital-driven models, and an embrace of concepts like the pluriverse (Escobar, 2018).

1.1 Social Design: reading community practices with a different lens

As Arnstein (1969) emphasized, participation without real agency is superficial, more a formality
than a driver of change. Social Design helps us grasp not only what occurs in community initiatives
but also why and how social bonds and resilience develop. When reduced to procedures, efforts to
boost cohesion often lead to superficial engagement, creating a gap between goals and practice. As de
Certeau (1984) noted, social life is shaped mainly by everyday practices rather than formal structures;
neglecting these structures can create an illusion of community without fostering it. Socio-cultural
practices reflect community life, while shared spaces often lack the social conditions necessary for
genuine collective use. Engagement becomes a series of events rather than an ongoing process, and
community is rhetorically invoked without changing daily practices. When outcomes fall short,
practitioners turn to toolkits and models, assuming methods can be transferred regardless of local
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contexts. However, what’s less explored is how participation, relationships, and governance interact
to enable or hinder collective agency.

2. Theoretical Backgrounder: Relational Infrastructures, Participation and
Governance

Research on commons governance indicates cooperation occurs when institutions empower
communities to organize and manage resources (Ostrom 1990; 2009). Community development
studies and urban sociology research show that community dynamics stem from interactions among
participation, social environments, and institutional structures. Jacobs (1961) highlighted how social
interactions in shared spaces can lead to familiarity and trust, while social capital studies reveal
cooperation arises from daily relations (Coleman 1988; Putnam 2000). Participation, therefore, is
meaningful when embedded in routine life. Klinenberg (2015; 2018) introduced the concept of social
infrastructure — physical and organizational spaces that support repeated encounters — as a means of
bolstering community resilience. However, relational infrastructure alone doesn't explain collective
agency; governance arrangements also play a role.

Critical views reveal that not all participation leads to engagement — Arnstein (1969) and Cornwall
(2008) argued that participation can remain superficial without shifts in decision-making power or
conditions for sustained interaction. Overall, community initiatives are configurations of social
relations, infrastructure, and governance that enable collective action. Social Design emphasises
participatory methods such as co-design and collaborative practices (Manzini, 2015; Escobar, 2018),
expanding design beyond objects to social systems. While participation in public policy and urban
development has increased, outcomes vary widely — some communities mobilize around shared
spaces, others remain passive or symbolic. Literature highlights that Social Design distinguishes
between superficial participation and genuine collective agency. Successful practices, on the other
hand, might be described as aligning social efforts with supportive infrastructure and positive results,
while failures — such as participation without agency, digital solutionism (Morozov, 2014), and
metrics-focused engagement — explain the varied social impacts of similar interventions. This might
suggest that tools alone don't ensure community dynamics.

3. From Social Design as Applicative Practice to Social Design as a Critical Lens

Over two decades, Social Design has gained visibility, evolving from critiques of industrial design to a
practice focused on human needs and well-being (Manzini, 2015). Recent research highlights new
collaborations in addressing social needs (Mulgan et al., 2007), while sociological approaches
emphasize networks, trust, and cooperation in collective action (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000). These
perspectives might position Social Design at the intersection of practice, theory, and governance, where
design is inseparable from social relations. Indeed, it could be argued that design now shapes social
interactions, institutions, and environments, extending far beyond the realms of product development or
digital innovation at technological levels, reflecting more profound shifts in society and culture, from
application to theory. To be precise, early design focused on form, function, and production, but as
social challenges intensified, designers began to describe these as “wicked problems” (Rittel & Webber,
1973). Design expanded to systems, services, and social practices (Buchanan, 1992), requiring inquiry
engaging multiple actors, values, and perspectives.

While participatory processes can empower communities, they also have limitations, sometimes
remaining superficial or symbolic, leaving power structures unchanged. Constructivist perspectives
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suggest that social realities are constantly shaped through interactions, meaning communities form
through ongoing negotiation. Design, therefore, explores social relations, emphasizing systemic
thinking and interconnected networks of institutions, norms, and power, and recognizing that
community initiatives operate within complex environments. Social Design can be described as a
framework focused on shaping spaces and enabling relationships within and beyond communities,
promoting participation, co-creation, and collective learning. It often appears as a backbone of
co-design toolkits, participatory methods, and engagement strategies, especially where traditional
planning failed to include citizens.

Ambiguities and contradictions in Social Design pose challenges. Viewing it as just” methods” can
make it hard to grasp why some initiatives lead to lasting cooperation while others do not. A
conceptual shift might be suggested: seeing Social Design as an interpretative framework rather than
a toolkit. It then becomes a lens for understanding community dynamics, emphasizing the relational
circumstances and institutional conditions that shape collective action. Concepts such as participation
and relational infrastructures help analyse how community initiatives work. Instead of only evaluating
methodological success, the focus shifts to how social relationships and governance influence
outcomes.

4. Analytical Dimensions of Social Design

As articulated above, from a Social Design perspective, community initiatives can be understood as
configurations that include social relations (among people), infrastructures (within space and place),
and governance arrangements (i.e., policies and strategies). Accordingly, the analytical lens proposed in
this paper examines the conditions under which participation becomes embedded in everyday practices
and enables forms of collective agency. Drawing on design theory, urban sociology, and research on
social capital and commons governance, three analytical dimensions are particularly useful for
interpreting community practices: participation structures, relational infrastructures, and governance
and collective agency. Consequently, the following analytical dimensions will be introduced as a means
of interpreting community practices through the lens of Social Design:

Dimension 1: Participation structures
Dimension 2: Relational infrastructures
Dimension 3: Governance and collective agency

These parameters together help analyze and reveal how community initiatives organise relationships,
distribute agency, and sustain cooperation over time. These dimensions provide the conceptual basis for
the comparative interpretation of community initiatives, and, in our view, are deeply interconnected.

4.1 Dimension 1: Participation Structures

Participation is widely considered a defining element of contemporary community development and
social innovation initiatives (Mulgan et al., 2007; Pawar, 2014). Workshops, consultations,
collaborative platforms, and neighborhood activities are frequently designed to involve citizens in
shaping their environments. However, the concept of participation itself has long been the subject of
critical debate. In her influential Ladder of Participation, Arnstein (1969) highlighted how participatory
processes may range from symbolic consultation to genuine redistribution of power. Later studies have
shown that many participatory initiatives remain limited to providing feedback or attending events
organised by external actors, without substantially affecting decision-making processes (Cornwall,
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2008). For this reason, participation needs to be interpreted not only as a procedural feature of
community initiatives but also as a structural characteristic of the organization of collective action. It
becomes meaningful when it moves beyond isolated events and becomes embedded in everyday
community life. In such situations, residents are not just invited to participate but gradually become
co-producers of the social environments in which they live.

From a Social Design perspective, as Manzini (2015) argues, the most significant forms of social
innovation often emerge when people begin to organize their own collaborative practices rather than
simply joining initiatives designed by external actors.

4.2 Dimension 2: Relational Infrastructures

Community life is not produced solely through institutional arrangements or participatory procedures;
it also depends on environments that enable people to meet, interact, and develop familiarity over
time. Urban sociology has long emphasized the importance of everyday encounters in shaping
neighborhood dynamics: Jacobs (1961) famously described how frequent interactions in streets,
parks, and local businesses help build networks of trust and mutual awareness. These everyday
encounters generate what later research would describe as social capital, the networks and
relationships that enable cooperation and collective action (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000). More
recently, Klinenberg (2018) introduced the concept of social infrastructure to describe the physical
and organizational environments that support social interaction, such as libraries, parks, community
centers, and neighborhood hubs, which function not only as service providers but also as places where
relationships are formed and sustained.

From a Social Design perspective, these infrastructures can be understood as relational environments:
shared kitchens, workshops, community gardens, or local meeting spaces enable residents to
experiment with forms of collaboration, exchange knowledge, and build relationships through
repeated interaction (Manzini, 2015; Escobar, 2018). What distinguishes these infrastructures is not
simply their physical presence but their capacity to support everyday social practices. Community
initiatives that generate lasting cooperation often rely on environments that make collaboration
accessible, visible, and repeatable. Through these repeated interactions, casual encounters can
gradually evolve into more structured forms of collective activity.

4.3 Dimension 3: Governance and Collective Agency

While participation and relational infrastructures create opportunities for interaction, the emergence
of sustained community initiatives ultimately depends on governance arrangements that enable
collective agency. Research on commons governance has demonstrated that communities can manage
shared resources effectively when institutional arrangements enable them to develop locally adapted
rules and decision-making processes (Ostrom, 1990). In those contexts, participation becomes
meaningful because individuals recognize that their involvement has tangible consequences for
shared outcomes. Similar insights have emerged from studies of social capital and collective action,
which highlight how trust, cooperation, and shared responsibility develop when individuals perceive
themselves as participants in a common endeavor rather than as passive beneficiaries of external
programs (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000).

From the perspective of Social Design, governance refers not only to formal institutions but to the
broader ways in which authority, responsibility, and decision-making are distributed among people.
The community initiatives may range from top-down programs designed by institutions to
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collaborative arrangements in which residents actively shape priorities, rules, and practices. The
degree to which governance structures enable communities to exercise agency strongly influences the
sustainability of community initiatives: when people can shape decisions and organize collective
practices, participation often evolves into a sense of shared ownership and stewardship, and when
participation remains disconnected from governance, engagement frequently declines once external
programs or incentives disappear.

5. Methodological Approach: Comparative Conceptual Interpretation

To explore the interaction among the three dimensions mentioned above in analytical applications, a
comparative conceptual framework is proposed herein. Instead of conducting empirical fieldwork,
this analysis draws on comparative reviews of community initiatives frequently cited in the literature
on community development, participatory governance, and social innovation. These serve as
conceptual reference cases that illustrate various configurations of participation, infrastructure, and
governance in real-world settings.

Comparative interpretation is common in social sciences for identifying patterns across contexts
(Flyvbjerg, 2006). By studying how similar participation aspirations are achieved across initiatives,
underlying dynamics are revealed. Selected initiatives are prominent in literature, encompassing
grassroots, civic governance, policies, and digital platforms. Rather than judging projects by their
success, the approach highlights recurring configurations that shape participation in practice. Some
initiatives align participation mechanisms, infrastructure, and governance, fostering collaboration and
shared stewardship. Others show sporadic or symbolic participation, disconnected from
decision-making or social practices. This allows for the examination of a variety of community
practices. Each initiative is analyzed in terms of participation structures, relational infrastructures, and
governance. The next section summarizes the cases through the Social Design framework, with
subsequent analysis exploring emerging patterns.

5.1 Selection of Community Practices as Cases for Analysis

This section draws on a selection of community initiatives widely discussed in the literature on
community development, social innovation, and participatory governance. As already mentioned,
these initiatives have been selected not as representative cases, but as conceptual reference points that
illustrate different configurations of participation, relational infrastructures, and governance
arrangements.

The selected and referenced cases included span a range of contexts:

everyday participation: grassroots initiatives (e.g., Repair Cafés)

neighborhood-scale participation ecosystems (e.g., Participatory City)

institutional governance innovations (e.g., Bologna Commons, Community Land Trusts)
public policy interventions (e.g., Medellin Social Urbanism)

digitally mediated participation platforms (e.g., Nextdoor, smart city apps)

developer- or program-led engagement initiatives

This diversity allows us to compare how similar aspirations for participation are translated into
practice under different social and institutional conditions. Rather than classifying these initiatives as
simply successful or unsuccessful, the Social Design perspective enables their interpretation as
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different configurations of community-making, revealing how participation, infrastructures, and
governance interact to either enable or constrain the emergence of collective agency.

5.2 Everyday Participation: Grassroots Initiatives

The significance of environments enabling everyday participation through grassroots initiatives has
long been highlighted in the field of urban sociology. Jane Jacobs argued that the vitality of
neighborhoods relies on frequent informal interactions in shared spaces, allowing residents to
gradually build familiarity and mutual trust (Jacobs, 1961). More contemporary research has
identified libraries, parks, community centers, and local hubs as crucial forms of social infrastructure
that bolster social relationships and collective resilience (Klinenberg, 2015; Klinenberg, 2018).
Various initiatives highlighted in the literature demonstrate how community life can emerge when
participation is integrated into daily practices and supported by relational infrastructures:

1. The Participatory City’s Everyone Everyday program in Barking and Dagenham, London,
provides a particularly well-documented example. The initiative established a distributed
network of neighborhood spaces designed to host open, accessible activities such as cooking,
making, gardening, and repairing. Instead of relying on formal participatory meetings, the
program enables residents to initiate and organize activities themselves, with support from
facilitators and shared spaces embedded in everyday neighborhood life (Participatory City,
2019; Manzini, 2015; Manzini, 2014). Through these repeated interactions, participants
gradually develop networks of trust, familiarity, and cooperation. Participation becomes part
of daily routines rather than a special event organized by external actors.

2. The Repair Café movement is a grassroots initiative where residents collectively repair
everyday objects while sharing knowledge and practical skills. Scholars have interpreted
these initiatives as examples of grassroots innovation environments in which collaboration
emerges through shared practices rather than through formal participation mechanisms
(Charter & Keiller, 2014; Smith et.al., 2014).

3. Australia's Neighbourhood Houses further showcase how dedicated community spaces can
serve as meeting points for ongoing interaction and self-organized activities. These centers
host locally initiated programs that range from cultural events to skill-sharing workshops,
forging opportunities for residents to connect through everyday practices rather than formal
participation processes (Ames, 2014). Across these examples, communities are built not just
through institutional programs but through infrastructures that enable repeated encounters,
shared experiences, and participation, which is not merely encouraged but becomes ingrained
in the daily rhythms of life.

53 Institutional Arrangements Enabling Collective Agency

A second group of initiatives demonstrates how community dynamics can develop when governance
arrangements trigger and enable collective stewardship and decision-making. These include:

1. The Bologna Regulation on the Urban Commons, introduced in 2014, is widely cited as an
innovative example of civic collaboration in urban governance. The regulation allows citizens
and public authorities to establish “collaboration pacts” for the care and management of
public assets such as parks, buildings, and public spaces. Instead of viewing citizens merely
as participants or beneficiaries, the framework recognises them as co-managers of urban
commons (laione, 2016; Foster & Iaione, 2019). From a Social Design perspective, the
significance of the Bologna model lies not only in the participatory processes it enables but
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also in the institutional arrangements that distribute responsibilities and decision-making
capacities between citizens and public authorities.

2. Community Land Trusts (CLTs) place land under community stewardship to ensure long-term
housing affordability and neighbourhood stability. By separating land ownership from
speculative markets and establishing community governance structures, CLTs enable
residents to participate directly in decisions concerning housing and neighbourhood
development (Davis, 2010; DeFilippis, Saegert, and Krinsky, 2018).

3. Medellin’s Social Urbanism illustrates how infrastructural investment combined with
inclusive governance can contribute to community development. Projects such as libraries,
cable car systems, and cultural facilities were intentionally located in marginalised
neighbourhoods to create spaces that foster civic participation and social interaction (Brand
and Davila 2011). In these cases, participation is not limited to consultation or event-based
engagement but, instead, the governance arrangements create the institutional conditions
through which people can influence decisions and assume responsibility for shared
environments.

5.4 Symbolic Participation and Programmed Engagement

In potential contrast to the above references, many contemporary community initiatives involve
configurations in which participation remains largely symbolic or episodic. These initiatives often
adopt participatory language while maintaining governance arrangements that limit community
agency. Urban planning processes frequently illustrate this dynamic; public consultations and
participatory workshops are widely used to gather citizen feedback on planning proposals. However,
research has shown that such processes often leave decision-making authority unchanged, reducing
participation to consultation rather than shared governance (Arnstein, 1969; Cornwall, 2008). Digital
neighborhoods and civic platforms provide another example of this tension.

Nextdoor is a platform that might be presented as a tool to strengthen local connections by enabling
residents to communicate online; however, studies suggest that these platforms often reinforce social
divisions or focus primarily on surveillance-oriented interactions rather than cooperative engagement
(Sadowski, 2020). Similarly, many smart city initiatives promote digital participation platforms to
facilitate citizen engagement: critics argue that these initiatives frequently prioritize technological
solutions over the social and institutional conditions required for meaningful community participation
(Greenfield, 2013; Sadowski, 2020). Another common pattern can be observed in residential
developments where community engagement is organized through programmed events such as
festivals, workshops, or networking activities. While such initiatives can generate short-term
interaction among residents, participation often remains structured as attendance rather than as a
co-production process of community life. Community becomes something to be consumed rather than
collectively produced. Short-term community projects funded through corporate social responsibility
programs or public grants may also fall into this category. These initiatives may temporarily mobilize
residents around specific activities but often lack the relational infrastructures and governance
arrangements required to sustain engagement once the project ends. Across these cases, participation
is a visible organizational feature, yet the deeper relational and institutional conditions required for
collective agency remain largely absent.

Table 1 below provides a visual summary of the above analysis, including all the cases mentioned
alongside their key analytical parameters:

® context
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participation structure
relational infrastructure
governance arrangement
observed outcome

pattern

Table 1 is therefore proposed as a means of providing the necessary synthesis and capturing the
essential findings of a Social Design-based interpretation of the above selection of cases from various
fields of practice.

Table 1: Synthesis Matrix

Case / Initatve

Cortext

Participation
Structure

ReBtional
Infrastructure

Gowerrarce
Arrargernent

O bsarcad
COurtco rme

Pa ttern

Pa rticipatony City
— Bvaryore
Everyday {UK)

Nezhbourhood
paricpation
ecozystam

Open participation
throush ewary day
Activities

Netwvork of
neizhbo urhood hubs
and shared spaces

Facilitat ed but
orizan-lad
initiatives

Sustained
e ryday
collaboration
=nd local
initiatives

Realational
infrastructure

Repair Cafe
moverners

Greesroots
community
innowation

Residents
wo it arily
panticipate in
repair sessions

Shared physical
=paces anablins
collactive practices

Informmal s elf-
orzanEation

Enowvladge
sharing and

Co MmNty
netvworks
amense thro ugh
pracrice

Everyday s o cial
inno wvation

Meighbourkood
Houses
{Austra @)

Connunity hubs

Open paricipstion
in activities and
learning

Conmmunity centres
embadded in
neizhbo urhood life

Locally manazed
orzanEstions

Ongoings ocial
imeraction and
zupport
netvworks

Ralational
infrastructure

Bologra
Regustionon
Urban Cormrmonrs

Urban
sovamances
ex paniment

Ciizens angass
throush
collaboration
pacts

Public spacas
nranaged == = harad
resources

Institumional co-
Sowarnance

batwween ctizens
and municipality

Civicstewards hip
=nd

collaborrative
manaze ment of
commons

Institurion=l
comnnons
Zowvernance

Cormrmunity Ls nd
Trusts

Hous ins and land
sowvemance

Rasidant
panticipation in
ornsanis ational
Zowvernance

Ho s ines and
neizhbo urhood
infrastmctores

Co i unity
own ars hip and
sowarnance boards

Lonz-tarmn
=tewrards hip and
nehbourhood
stability

Institutional
commons
Zovernance

Medellin socia |
urba nism

Urban
resenaration
po licy

ciizen
ensaze nent
around public
=paces

Libraries, public
rransport and cultural
centres

Strons nnunicipal
laadars hip with
local particpatio n

Incress ad civic
paricipstion and
urban inclus ion

Infrastructure-
enabled
participation

Cormrmunity
garderns (wa rious
cities]

Urban commons

Wolunteer-bas ed
participation

Shared cultivated
= paces

M ed o wernan ce
modek

Highhky wariable
owmcomes
depending on
1o cal
orzeniEation

Conditionsl
community
infrastructure

Pa rticipatony
planming
corsuhkations

Urban plannins
processes

Citizens inuvitadto
meetings or
consultations

Linnited ortemporary
infras toe ctures

Cadsion making
remains

institwrional

Linnitad influence
on planning
outoonnes

Symbolic
participation

Srartcity
p= rticipation
platformms

Ciizital
Zovamance
initiatives

Citizens invitaedto
enza=a throush
apps or platforms

Prinmariky digital
infrastmctures

Technolosy

prowidars and public

institutions control
Systents

Lowvw s us tainsed
enzszamant and
limited colle ctive
aZency

Digit=l = olutioni

Mextdoor
reighbo urhood
platform

Ciizital
naighbourhood
netveork

online
connmunication
anmong resid ents

Ciigital platform
infrastmicture

Corporata platfo mn

Zowernance

Fragmentad
inmeractions and
ocoasional
conflict

Flanforn-nediated
Co Uity

Residertia |
cormmunity
evert

prog s mmine

Private housing
developments

Residents attend
orzaniE ad = ocial
avams

Arnenities and event
= pacas

Froperty nmanosers
or developars
orzaniE e B ctivities

Short-terns
interaction but
tinmitad

SO mmunity

Prosrantmed
zociability

ame oy
Ensasanant
Sror-tern CSK Corporsteszocial | Panticipation Extarnal - -
. pia i Temporary = declines after Froject-bas ed
CorTrmLnity res ponsibility throuw=h project A orsanis ations lead = =
infrastrucoures prosramnne participation

programmes

projacts

acxivities

initiatives

complation

Tactica | urba mism
F pop-up
placerma king

Termpo sy urban
interventions

Citizens amand
awvents or
installations

Teamporary spatial
infrastmctoras

Organized by

Wisible
participation but
wrenklons-ternn
impact

Ep=odic
participation

Table 1 summarizes the cases discussed above and maps them across recurring configurations of
participation, relational infrastructures, and governance arrangements. Rather than representing fixed
categories, these patterns should be understood as analytical tendencies that help explain why similar
participatory approaches may lead to different outcomes, depending on the relational and institutional
environments in which they are embedded.
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6. Selected Findings by Dimensions: Emerging Signals

Using the comparative interpretation method, a set of key findings and potential patterns emerges,
providing a more detailed understanding of how participation, relational infrastructures, and
governance arrangements interact in practice. Rather than functioning as independent variables, these
dimensions appear to operate in combination, shaping different configurations of community
dynamics. A synthesis based on a discriminatory reading of the findings, divided into three analytical
dimensions within Social Design, is provided below. This produces a Social Design-specific
interpretation of the universe under investigation.

6.1 Dimension 1: Participation: Enabling Access towards Embedded Practice

Across the cases analysed, participation emerges in significantly different forms. In initiatives such as
Participatory City or Repair Cafés, participation is embedded in everyday practices and organised
through open-ended activities that allow residents to contribute according to their interests and
capacities. In these contexts, participation is not structured as a formal requirement but as an ongoing
opportunity for engagement.

By contrast, in many institutional and policy-driven initiatives, participation tends to be organised
through discrete events such as consultations, workshops, or programmed activities. While these
formats create moments of visibility and involvement, they often remain disconnected from the
everyday practices through which community life develops.

As a result, participation becomes episodic rather than continuous, and its capacity to generate
sustained social dynamics remains limited (Arnstein 1969; Cornwall 2008). This suggests that
participation alone is not sufficient to generate community dynamics; its effects depend on how it is
embedded within everyday practices and institutional arrangements.

6.2 Dimension 2: Relational Infrastructures: Enabling Repetition and Familiarity

A second key finding concerns the role of relational infrastructures in shaping community outcomes.
In cases where shared spaces and practices are designed to support repeated interaction, such as
neighbourhood hubs, community centres, or informal gathering spaces, participants have
opportunities to encounter one another regularly. Over time, these repeated interactions contribute to
the development of familiarity, trust, and informal coordination. This dynamic is evident in initiatives
such as Participatory City, Neighbourhood Houses, and community-based repair networks, where
infrastructure is not merely a physical asset but an environment that enables ongoing social
interaction.

These findings are consistent with longstanding insights in urban sociology, which emphasise the
importance of everyday encounters in producing social cohesion (Jacobs 1961), as well as more
recent work on social infrastructure (Klinenberg 2015; 2018). In contrast, initiatives that rely on
temporary or highly programmed infrastructure, such as one-off events or short-term project spaces,
tend to generate more limited forms of engagement. Without opportunities for repeated interaction,
social relations remain weak and often fail to translate into sustained forms of collaboration.

6.3 Dimension 3: Governance: Enabling or Constraining Collective Agency

The third dimension concerns the role of governance arrangements in enabling collective agency. The
analysis shows that initiatives differ significantly in the extent to which participants can influence
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decisions and assume responsibility for shared resources. In cases such as the Bologna Regulation on
Urban Commons or Community Land Trusts, governance frameworks explicitly recognise the role of
communities as co-managers of shared environments. These arrangements create the institutional
conditions through which participation can evolve into forms of collective stewardship and long-term
engagement (Ostrom 1990; [aione 2016).

In contrast, many initiatives, particularly those based on consultation processes, digital platforms, or
developer-led programming, maintain decision-making authority within institutional or organisational
structures. In these contexts, participation may be visible but does not translate into meaningful
influence, limiting the emergence of collective agency. This suggests that governance arrangements
play a decisive role in determining whether participation can lead to sustained forms of collaboration.

6.4 Cross-Cutting Patterns across Dimensions: Alignment and Misalignment

Taken together, these Social Design-related observations indicate that community initiatives tend to
produce sustained outcomes when participation, relational infrastructures, and governance
arrangements are aligned. When these dimensions reinforce one another, participation becomes
embedded in everyday practices, supported by infrastructures that enable repeated interaction, and
connected to governance arrangements that recognise collective agency. In these cases, communities
emerge through an ongoing social process rather than as a temporary outcome of specific
interventions.

On the other hand, when one or more of these dimensions are absent or weakly connected, initiatives
tend to produce more limited forms of engagement. Participation may remain symbolic,
infrastructures may remain underutilised, and collaboration may fade once external programmes
conclude. These findings might suggest that community initiatives are best understood not as isolated
projects, but as configurations of social relations, infrastructures, and governance arrangements that
shape the conditions for collective action.

7. Implications for Research and Practice

The Social Design-based analysis developed in this article suggests two potential implications for
both future research and contemporary practice in the fields of community development, urban
governance, and participatory programs and projects, namely:

7.1 Infrastructure and Governance

The findings of the analysis suggest that the way community initiatives are assessed should be
reevaluated, placing greater emphasis on relational dynamics than on purely quantitative measures
such as attendance or activity counts. While these indicators offer insights, they often miss how
cooperation and trust emerge through everyday social interactions, as highlighted by social capital
research (Coleman 1988; Putnam 2000). Recent studies on social infrastructure show that physical
and organizational environments shape community resilience (Klinenberg 2018; Aldrich and Meyer
2015). Thus, initiatives should evaluate not only participation but also the infrastructure and
governance that support ongoing collaboration. Future research should explore how relational
infrastructures, governance, and daily practices influence community dynamics across varied
contexts.
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7.2 Enabling Conditions

A second implication concerns the design of participatory initiatives in urban policy and community
development programs. As participation becomes increasingly institutionalized in public policy, there
is a growing risk that participatory mechanisms become procedural requirements rather than
meaningful processes of collective engagement. Public consultations, digital participation platforms,
and event-based engagement strategies may create opportunities for involvement while leaving
underlying governance arrangements largely unchanged (Arnstein 1969; Cornwall 2008). The
findings of this study suggest that participatory initiatives are more likely to generate sustained
outcomes when they combine three elements: accessible opportunities for participation, relational
infrastructures that enable repeated interaction, and governance arrangements that allow communities
to exercise collective agency. For practitioners and policymakers, this implies a shift in emphasis
from designing participatory events toward cultivating the relational and institutional conditions that
allow community practices to emerge. In practical terms, this may involve investing in shared
community spaces, supporting local facilitators, enabling forms of civic stewardship, and developing
governance frameworks that recognize people’s capacity to participate in managing shared
environments.

8. Conclusions

The “Social Design-based lens” proposed in this paper was adopted as a diagnostic framework for
critically assessing existing initiatives. By examining how participation structures, infrastructures, and
governance arrangements interact, researchers and practitioners can better identify why certain
initiatives succeed in promoting collaboration while others remain largely symbolic. In this sense,
Social Design provides a conceptual vocabulary for interpreting community initiatives not simply as
projects or programs but as evolving configurations of social relations, institutional arrangements, and
everyday practices.

The comparative interpretation method presented in this paper highlights key findings that clarify
how community initiatives generate (or fail to generate) sustained forms of collective life:

- First, participation alone is not sufficient to produce community dynamics. Its effects depend
on how it is embedded within everyday practices and institutional arrangements, rather than
on its mere presence as a procedural feature (Arnstein 1969; Cornwall 2008).

- Second, relational infrastructures play a crucial role in enabling repeated interaction,
familiarity, and trust-like conditions that are necessary for cooperation to emerge over time
(Jacobs 1961; Klinenberg 2015; 2018).

- Third, governance arrangements determine whether participation can evolve into forms of
collective agency, particularly when communities are enabled to influence decisions and
assume responsibility for shared resources (Ostrom 1990; laione 2016).

- Lastly, the analysis shows that many contemporary initiatives produce visible but episodic
forms of participation, remaining disconnected from both everyday practices and
decision-making processes. This is particularly evident in digitally mediated platforms and
event-based programmes, where engagement often fails to translate into sustained
collaboration without relational infrastructures and shared governance (Sadowski 2020;
Greenfield 2013).
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When considered alongside the two future directions for research and contemporary practices, these
conclusions might suggest that community initiatives are best understood not as isolated projects or
participatory tools, but as configurations of social relations, infrastructures, and governance
arrangements that shape the conditions under which collective action becomes possible. Based on this
synthetic understanding, Social Design might be expected to play an increasingly key role in the
design and management of communities within our cities.
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