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Abstract: This paper presents the Teixint Superilles project which developed
participatory design activities to create more inclusive public space. Our hypothesis
was that when citizens have the opportunity to participate in placemaking activities,
they gain not only greater awareness of their environment, but also a sense of agency
over their city. Through a series of workshops, we have been experimenting with
diverse methodologies for civic participation while confronting a wide range of
participants with topics of gender, functional diversity, cross-generational inclusivity,
and sustainability. We facilitated workshops in three different environments, thus
reaching a wide range of participants: a public park, a festival and a secondary school.
This paper is aimed at urban planners and designers seeking to create more liveable,
sustainable and inclusive public space together with citizens. Beyond our local impact
in the neighborhood, we seek to contribute to a global cultural shift towards
increasingly meaningful community engagement.
Keywords: social innovation; transition design; community engagement; placemaking

1. Introduction
Barcelona is among the most densely populated cities in Europe, and suffers from major
environmental and social challenges such as air and noise pollution, lack of access to green
spaces and spatial inequalities. In the last eight years, the municipality has piloted an
ambitious new model of sustainable urban regeneration: superilles (Ajuntament de
Barcelona, n.d.-a) (sometimes translated as “superblocks” in english). If implemented
effectively, superilles could become a blueprint for sustainable, equitable and healthier cities
(Mueller et al., 2020). The objective of this project is to approach superilles in Barcelona
from a bottom-up perspective, engaging citizens throughout the process. Thus, we named
this project “Teixint Superilles” - which translates as “weaving superilles” in Catalan. We held
workshops in parks and civic centers to exchange with citizens on the city’s plan for
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial
4.0 International Licence.
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superilles. We then collaborated with a local high school, located next to an implemented
superilla, to engage students from an urban diagnostic to co-creation. After identifying and
prioritizing challenges, the students designed concept ideas to address these, and
collaborated to propose a collective vision of the plaza in front of their school inspired by the
transformations brought by the superilla.
Within the context of environmental emergency and global health crisis (Manzini and
Menichinelli, 2021), we propose to weave social fabric and cultivate co-responsibility
through participatory urban design. Viewing design as a tool for social transformation (Van
der Bijl-Brouwer and Malcolm, 2020) and environmental regeneration, this project aims to
build a foundation to be replicated and scaled in other cities. Against the polarization of the
debate around sustainable urban development, we strive to build dialogue and cultivate
mutual understanding between citizens of different opinions and backgrounds. We
leveraged a 3-pronged approach to reach our target groups. First, participating in events and
festivals (such as European Mobility Week (n.d.), Superilla Barcelona (AfterCovid.City, n.d.),
Posidonia Green Festival (n.d.)) helped us access experts and citizens with an interest in
sustainability, mobility, public space or urban innovation: our community of practice.
Second, hosting interventions in public spaces such as parks, plazas or civic centers, was the
best way to reach the broadest possible segment of the population, by meeting people
where they are and taking a first-person perspective standpoint (Tomico et al., 2012).
Finally, partnering with community organizations and local institutions (neighbors’
association, schools) enabled us to get to the core of a neighborhood, while aiming to
contribute to their mission. For instance, partnering with a school proved to be a highly
effective strategy: not only did we reach the students, but we also gained access to their
families, and the whole social fabric surrounding the school.
Civic participation should hold space for inclusive dialogue where different people can
openly exchange and share their lived experience, problems and needs. Different strategies
were explored to reach a representative sample of the citizens of Barcelona. The target
groups we planned to reach were neighbors of superilles, as well as “habitués” of these
spaces. Our workshops aimed to generate a two-way information flow with neighbors:
sharing information on the city’s actions in their neighborhood, while collecting their
experiences and perspectives. These activities were designed to inspire participants to
become active protagonists in the transformation of their streets (Manzini, 2015).
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Figure 1. Project roadmap, highlighting its inputs, outputs, outcomes and impact

2. Design methodology
Teixint Superilles activities took place in three different environments, thus reaching a wide
range of participants: a public park, an open festival, and a secondary school (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Summary of the activities of the Teixint Superilles project.
Activities

Workshop 1

Workshop 2

Workshop 3

Location

Parc de l’Espanya
Industrial

Posidonia Green Festival,
Centre Civic La Sedeta

Plaça Joan Corrades,
Institut Escola ARTS

Date & time 10/10/21
11:00 - 14:00

30/10/21 & 31/10/21
11:00 - 21:00

05/11/21 & 12/11/21
11:30 - 12:30

Participants 30 neighbors of
Hostafrancs

~100 festival attendees

16 students (aged between
13 & 15 years)

Phase

inform & exchange

inspire & aspire

engage & co-create

Themes

Participation in the
superilla process;
scoping the context

Sustainability in practice;
identifying and prioritizing
urban challenges

Urban diagnostic;
Inclusive design: gender,
age, functional diversity

The first workshop focused on citizen participation in the superilla of Hostafrancs, in the
district of Sants-Montjuïc in Barcelona. We organized a series of activities in the public park
of Espanya Industrial, next to the city’s main train station, on a Sunday morning. This
location was highly strategic as it enabled us to reach a diverse array of the neighborhood’s
population.

2.1 Perceptual maps: A visual representation entry point
We used perceptual maps (Gower et al., 2010) to engage in conversation and get
participants to start reflecting on the superilla of Hostafrancs, the Decidim (n.d.) public
participatory process and their capacity to be part of the transformation of their
neighborhood. The perceptual map was situated in the space of the park, surrounding our
workshop space to provide a visual representation of different perceptions in order to
attract participants and engage them in a simple exercise over specific questions within a yes
or no range.

2.2 Emotional mapping: An intersectional approach
Participants engaged in an emotional mapping (Pánek, 2018) of the superilla, where they
could map their feelings spatially. This exercise was designed to understand where conflicts
and urban issues were located according to different participants. It was useful to help
people be more conscious of their emotions, identify the roots of these emotions in space
and in relation to the built environment, and encourage creative thinking. Emotional maps
were a tool to bring an intersectional approach to design since they highlighted how gender
affected participants’ perception and experience of the urban space differently.
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Figure 2 Emotional mapping from first workshop participants.

Our second workshop was organized over a two-day sustainability festival at a local
community center in the district of Eixample, Centre Civic La Sedeta. The goal was to engage
participants in a conversation about the recently released action plan for urban
transformation by the city of Barcelona (Ajuntament de Barcelona, n.d.-b). We used the
cultural center to engage a conversation with participants from different neighborhoods,
and begin to understand their priorities.

2.3 Mobile research station: Designed for spontaneous conversations
In order to engage festival-goers, we designed and built a mobile research station
(Placemakers, n.d.). It consists of three wood panels mounted on wheels, with each surface
offering a different exercise. The research station gave a centrality to our workshops that
encouraged spontaneous conversations between strangers. We also brought modular urban
furniture we had built together with neighbors in a previous project (aquí, 2021) to create a
welcoming space, conducive to exchange around it. The mobile research station featured
blackboards with chalk for participants to provide open answers to a number of questions. In
order to prioritize challenges for future superilles, we provided participants with stickers
indicating the name of their neighborhood, which they could position onto one of the four
main challenge areas previously identified: green space, air quality, accessibility and
community.
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Figure 3. Second workshop participants using the mobile research station.

For our third workshop, we decided to partner with a secondary school located in
Hostafrancs to engage teenagers in a co-design process in their neighborhood. We created a
series of activities as part of their “interventions in public space” elective course. Given the
fact the students frequently inhabited the space, our workshop enabled them to experience
a design mindset, bringing to their awareness their expertise on their plaza and their
transformation, while inscribing their own experience and knowledge in the process
(Neustaedter and Sengers, 2012). We then facilitated a co-creation session (Lee, 2008) to
ideate solutions to the challenges they had identified and propose a collective design to the
city council.

2.4 Photo diagnostic: Urban diagnostic methodology
To make the urban diagnosis of the plaza more engaging for teenagers, we leveraged the
power of photography and interviewing (Derr et al., 2018). Interviews complemented the
photographs by providing more nuance on the students’ observations and reflections. This
methodology gave students the tools to analyze their everyday space critically, articulate
urban issues they witnessed, and lay the groundwork for a potential redesign of the plaza.
The diagnostic focused on three themes: gender, age and functional diversity. Each group of
students were assigned different roles: photographer, framer, interviewer, mapper . The
framers were given a green frame to identify positive aspects of the plaza, and a red frame
to identify negative aspects (see Figure 4). The photographers worked alongside the framers
to document these aspects, while the mappers would locate these elements on a map of the
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plaza. The interviewers interviewed their teammates as well as neighbors passing by (see
Figure 4). They were provided with a list of interview questions, but were also encouraged to
come up with their own.
The whole class regrouped to debrief, and we closed the session with a final performative
exercise. We asked the students to position themselves along a two-dimensional axis on the
plaza: the x-axis representing how much they liked the plaza, and the y-axis how much they
wanted to change it. While the degree of appreciation for the plaza varied widely, all
students expressed a willingness to transform it.

Figure 4. Red frame used to identify negative aspects of the plaza by participants in the third
workshop (left). Participants from the third workshop interviewing neighbors (right).

2.5 Co-creation methodology
Effective co-creation blends individual ideation exercises with constructive dialogues and
collective imagination (Sanders and Stappers, 2008). The co-design process was articulated
along the following steps:
1. Sketch out six concept ideas tackling the challenges identified during the
diagnostic
2. Pair up and explain your ideas to your neighbor
3. Pick your favorite idea from your neighbor and design four possible concept
implementations
4. Come together in groups and co-locate interventions onto a large scale map of
the plaza
5. A representative from each group presents their group’s collective vision to the
whole class.
We presented the outcomes of the students’ diagnostic as well as their sketches and
collective vision to the local administration, which acknowledged the need to reform the
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plaza; at the moment to write this article, they do not yet have the necessary budgetary
resources to implement any transformation.

3. Project outcomes and learnings
This section aims to reflect on the outcomes generated by each workshop, and the learnings
that emerged once we integrated the insights from all workshops.

3.1 Workshop 1: Inform and exchange
The outcomes of this workshop were particularly varied, and reflected the diversity of
participants we reached. Our role was then to synthesize their contributions into challenge
areas. The main challenge areas that emerged are the following:
•

Sharing limited street space between different modes of transport

•

Lack of green spaces (parks, urban trees, playgrounds, dog parks)

•

Air and noise pollution

•

Lack of infrastructure (public bathrooms, fountains, benches)

•

Lack of respect and conflicts between different users of public space

•

Lack of participation of children and teenagers in urban design

We realized how difficult it was to mobilize participants away from their activities or uses of
the park to participate in our workshop. Amongst the obstacles we identified: lack of trust in
strangers and lack of time and interest in an activity that was spontaneous and unplanned.

3.2 Workshop 2: Inspire and aspire
The outcomes from the second workshop revealed that citizens had a rather limited
understanding of sustainability. Indeed, participants focused on individual actions (such as
recycling, using active mobility, or trying to reduce their water/electricity consumption at
home) as opposed to collective, systems-level solutions (advocating for legislation or
regulations, conscious consumption, etc.). The second question (“if you had superpowers...”)
led to much more creative answers, generating ambitious and original ideas: an elevated
bicycle highway, vegetalizing rooftops to provide green space on every block, or banning
individual cars from the city. The space to share community initiatives only collected a few
answers, potentially suggesting that citizens have generally low awareness of local
movements tackling sustainability. The prioritization of challenges regarding new superilla
developments in each neighborhood highlighted the importance of green space, followed by
community and air quality.

3.3 Workshop 3: Engage and co-create
Overall, the students enjoyed the experience of stepping outside of the class and performing
“field research” and an urban diagnostic in their habitual environment. Using the tools of
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journalism (photography, interviewing) to investigate the urban challenges of the plaza was
successful in engaging the students. For instance, interviewing a lady in a wheelchair about
her experience of the plaza gave them some first-hand insights into accessibility, and
enabled them to identify concrete elements to be improved. We also realized that, at age
14, students had a poor understanding of what gender is and no experience in thinking in
terms of gender about their environment or social interactions.
During the second session, students seemed to have integrated many ideas from the first
session - gender, age and functional diversity - which was a very positive outcome. In
conversations they would consider users of different ages, with functional diversity and even
gender roles and uses of the space. Most students - with a few notable exceptions - did not
have much practice with drawing, and did not feel comfortable expressing their ideas
visually (see Figure 5). The outcome of the second session was a student-led presentation of
three proposals for the transformation of their plaza (see Figure 5).

Figure 5. Sketches developed by students participating in our third workshop regarding the
challenges encountered during the first session (top). The three proposals developed by the
students from the third workshop (bottom).

3.4 Learnings
Although we were limited by the project’s timeframe to generate meaningful, long-term
change, we want to reflect on the overall and specific impacts and learnings of our project
considering the three-pronged approach to reach our target groups:
•

We sought to promote conversation about the superilla model and dialogue among
citizens and users, fostering community, and building awareness by considering
multiple interacting variables, topics and relations from a spatial perspective. We
noticed the difficulty to engage citizens in spontaneous participatory activities and
the need to further develop diverse and prior communication strategies.

Superilles are a controversial topic in the city, as it is seen as a political rather than urban
strategy. Although they are aimed to improve citizens' health and ability to use the public
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space, not everyone feels pleased with their implementation. We realized opening a space
for dialogue regarding these new urban transformations created the possibility of mediating
conflicts amongst neighborhoods and cultivating acceptance of sustainable urban change.
Our workshops mediated dialogue regarding topics such as sustainable mobility, carownership, public transport, and street design as well as the causes and consequences of
climate change. These topics are intrinsic to the superblock’s model but removed from its
political implications.
•

We aimed to cultivate a sense of agency and expertise in regard to the urban space
for end-users and citizens

Our participatory approach has allowed us to engage with different age groups in order to
consider different perspectives and voices to contribute to a more inclusive public space.
Our collaboration with a school allowed us to develop critical thinking and civic engagement
among teenagers about their neighborhood. Our workshop aimed to empower students to
validate their emotions and perceptions, develop strategies and actions to increase their
quality of life, and encouraged them to consider the issues of gender, age, and functional
diversity in class and diagnostic of the public space. Further, we learnt that cultivating
agency and expertise in regard to the urban space should be accompanied by real actions,
otherwise, citizens can get disillusioned with these methodologies, lose trust in
stakeholders, and hence become alienated.
•

We sought to enhance civic engagement regarding urban policy, urban design, and
sustainable mobility

Our workshops were designed to contribute to the social fabric of the neighborhood, and
strengthen community resilience. The COVID-19 pandemic has been pulling people apart –
lockdowns, curfews, social distancing, restrictions…– reengaging with the public space can
help to build back community and regeneration. Promoting creativity and ideation of
solutions to everyday issues linked to mobility, public space, inclusivity, gender, functional
diversity, etc. can help citizens to feel part of the community again, and look forward to
being part of their public and shared spaces and experience them with others. This
inclination has to go with the willingness of stakeholders to set the ground for better and
healthier common spaces. We have learned from our project that continuous conversation
with the local government helps us assess public expectations and therefore our facilitation
and design process of public engagement.

4. Discussion and recommendations
In this section we reflect critically on the participatory approach of this project and its
limitations. Building upon this experience, we propose a set of recommendations in order to
contribute to other initiatives and projects of participatory urbanism in other cities. Our
recommendations are divided in three sections: design process, communication strategy and
civic engagement.
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4.1 Critical reflections and limitations
The Teixint Superilles project planted seeds for the team to be able to design meaningful
interventions in the neighborhood of Hostafrancs. Activities situated in public spaces, with
the users of these spaces, proved to be the most effective. Conversely, activities held at the
festival lacked focus on place and people, and therefore had limited impact.
When the official timeframe of the project ended, it felt somehow unfinished. However, we
realized that it was just the beginning of a longer-term engagement in the neighborhood.
The relationships we built and situated knowledge we gathered laid the groundwork for
follow-up projects in collaboration with the local administration and associations rooted in
this territory.
After a number of participatory workshops in the district of Sants-Monjuïc and in other parts
of Barcelona, we have identified a set of themes that seem to be the main preoccupations of
the general public: universal needs such as access to green spaces, safe and accessible
pedestrian and cycling infrastructure, better air quality, etc. However, certain vulnerable
groups have particular needs that may not spontaneously emerge in a participatory process especially given their lack of representation. With more time and resources, a more fruitful
approach would be to directly engage these collectives.
Teenagers have a fragile - if at all - sense of agency over their environment and city. Thus,
engaging teenagers in a co-design process gave us a particular responsibility. While our
attempt at cultivating empathy in young people through an urban diagnostic was
constructive, we do recognize the limits to empathy. An able-bodied person can never fully
understand the experience of a person with functional diversity; a teenager will struggle to
see the world through the eyes of an elderly person; and a man will not perceive the public
space in the same way than a woman or gender non-binary person.
Throughout the community engagement process, we have found a rich ecosystem of
grassroots collectives, associations and government actors working to improve the quality of
life of people in the neighborhood. However, we noticed a lack of knowledge of other actors,
and thus a lack of collaboration between these different actors. The challenge is to
coordinate activities and efforts towards creating a common culture of care for the
neighbors and the neighborhood itself.

4.2 Recommendations for the design process
Identifying our biases
We consider it essential to reflect before designing interventions (Hummels and Frens,
2009), and believe reflective practices are integral to any design process. The first step was
to realize our own biases, as professionals we have ingrained ideas and understandings that
may differ from participants. Hence, we started with an internal session where we
brainstormed about our perceptions and conceptualisations regarding the superilla model.
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This session was decisive to be able to design a more inclusive process and not impose our
own biases and opinions.
Focus on the needs of the community
Having considered our own biases and understandings of the challenges of the superilla
model, we then sought to identify and prioritize challenges of the people in Hostafrancs. Our
research was articulated around three axes: a mapping of stakeholders in the neighborhood,
a historical perspective on the implementation of the superilla in Hostafrancs and a
thorough revision of the public participatory process in the neighborhood. We reviewed
each participatory session, drawing conclusions from meetings notes and reports, identifying
which stakeholders had been involved, and which hadn’t.

4.3 Recommendations for the communication strategy
Know your audience and speak their language
We recommend that stakeholder mapping include a focus on the communication strategies
of the actors with the highest level of connections or synergies. The stakeholder mapping
will help understand who are the actors and what are the cultural structures that mobilize
the population of the territory. In a nutshell, knowing our audience for the Teixint Superilles
project was very important in our communication strategy and a necessary preliminary step
when designing it. Similarly, researching certain actors’ campaigns was conducive to
understanding what “language” was spoken in the territory to be able to translate our
communication objectives into effective content.
Mobilize local actors to reach your audience
Our second recommendation involves capitalizing on the stakeholder mapping in a way to
identify actors, associations, agencies in the territory that would have an interest in
becoming amplifiers of our communications. These actors were not competitors of our
project or objectives and were not necessarily part of the urban sector, but were engaged
with the population of the territory. For instance, we leveraged the communication channels
of a neighborhood association and a local cinema to reach different age audiences. We
recommend that a communication strategy is particularly designed to be implemented by
local actors themselves.

4.4 Recommendations for civic engagement
Building trust throughout time
Our main recommendation may appear very simple, but it is essential. A civic engagement
project will not be fruitful without a long-term strategy and process of trust-building with
participants and users. Trust means that one relies on someone else to do the right thing,
because one believes in the person's integrity and strength. Trust is essential to any
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participatory process, because it enables the participants to open up, share their lived
experience and show vulnerability, without which behavior change is impossible.
Partnership with local stakeholders
For projects with such a limited timeframe, analyzing and identifying stakeholders is
important to be able to build a partnership with a local stakeholder, be it an association,
organization or institution. Such partnership will provide a certain anchoring in the territory,
and foster the necessary trust that is conducive to participatory processes.
Ensure participation is more than an extractive process
Participatory processes can become somewhat extractive: making citizens “work for free”,
collecting their ideas, and often not offering much in return, let alone a guaranteed local
impact. In this context, it is important to design the participatory process as a mutually
beneficial activity. Participation can become a tool for conflict resolution, a pedagogical
experience, a space for creative expression, an opportunity for people from diverse
backgrounds to meet and strengthen the local social fabric.

5. Conclusions and future work
This paper presents a case study of design for a complex world in practice: the Teixint
Superilles project. It explores diverse methods for social innovation in order to design
sustainable alternatives for urban spaces, promoting accessibility, inclusion and agency
among neighbors. Places are relational, however the processes to transform them tend to
be technical and monopolized by city authorities. Our aim is that the methods shared here
can be useful to other actors seeking to improve cities in collaboration with their neighbors.
Teixint Superilles aimed to ensure that urban regeneration projects include the expertise of
local inhabitants through participation, promoting civic engagement and environmental
awareness (Lerner, 2014). By creating spaces of civic engagement in different spheres public and private - and bringing diverse age-groups to the table, we aimed to facilitate
relational processes that weaved ideas collectively about urban transformation and brought
awareness to people’s local expertise. Urban redevelopment schemes cannot be
technocratic in the face of rapid environmental degradation and its resulting hazards, and
needs to facilitate collective-agency to bring about the necessary systemic changes of
staying with the trouble (Haraway, 2016).
Our workshops in the public space encompassed the themes of mobility, accessibility and
citizens’ agency in transforming the city. Our main workshop targeted teenagers. We
identified they had participated the least in the urban design process of the superilla in
Hostafrancs, and at the same time are one of the principal actors inhabiting the shared
spaces of the neighborhood. Throughout the process and tools presented, we aimed to build
bridges between experts in the urban sector, technicians, city representatives and the local
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population. We facilitated spaces of information, communication, social dialogue, conflict
resolution and negotiation about which sustainable alternatives are needed and how these
affect people’s lives. With Teixint Superilles, we aspired to contribute to the current
paradigm shift towards more resilient, sustainable and inclusive cities, serving as translators
between the local population, particularly younger ones, and the city’s processes of urban
redevelopment.
Our immediate next steps consist in pushing the interventions proposed by the students
towards their implementation by the city council. Together with the community of practice
we cultivated in Hostafrancs (students, teachers, families, neighbors, local businesses), we
plan to conduct a more thorough participatory design process, leading towards the
regeneration of plaça Joan Corrades. In the longer term, we will seek to collaborate with
local governments to further incorporate systemic design principles (Van der Bijl-Brouwer
and Malcolm, 2020) at every stage of urban transformation processes. We are also working
on fostering relationships with other similar projects around Europe and the globe, to build a
stronger network where we can co-create knowledge and help improve future
developments towards more resilient and inclusive cities.
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