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Abstract: New public governance studies have increasingly sought to highlight the importance of
citizen engagement in local decision-making processes as a way to identify suitable approaches
to matters of public concern. There is a particular absence of good theoretical development
building upon empirical work exploring citizen participatory processes as potential sites for social
learning. In this paper, we asked the overall research question of the extent to which a new citizen
participation process can be designed as a social learning system to facilitate the integration of citizen
types of interests and knowledge in local decision-making. To answer this question, the study’s
results provided deeper insights into the internal social learning dynamics within one particular
deliberately designed collective local decision-making process, the G1000 firework dialogue in
Enschede, The Netherlands. Using Wenger’s concept of “communities of practice” (CoP) as a baseline
for analysis, the results of this study indicated that the G1000 firework dialogue process encouraged
the creation of activities that may be considered to correspond to the different structural dimensions
of CoP and that new design-based models of citizen participation would benefit from adopting
a more explicit incorporation of and orientation towards social learning practices and theories.
Consequently, we argue that local governance should invest more in citizen participation processes
that encourage and enable learning among different societal stakeholders with different interests
through constructive dialogues over political matters.
Keywords: social learning systems; communities of practice; common ground formation;
participatory decision-making processes; participatory local governance; G1000

1. Introduction
Since the early 20th century, a so-called “deliberative turn” has taken place in democratic theory
(Manin 1987; Bohman 1997; Dryzek 2000) with communication and reflection increasingly becoming
the focus of the democratic discourse (Habermas 1996). It is therefore supposed that information
exchange between various informed social actors might improve the quality of decision-making in
increasingly complex matters of public concern (Neyer 2006). This turn was marked by a notion that
individuals may be regarded as competent and rational actors/agents, and should more closely be
involved in day-to-day politics, as they can reflect on their preferences during these open dialogues
(Chambers 2003; Ganuza and Francés 2012). More recently, new public governance studies increasingly
began highlighting the importance of citizen involvement in local decision-making processes to
generate through social interactions suitable approaches to matters of public concern (Galli et al. 2014;
Head and Alford 2015; Lovan et al. 2017). Previous studies indicated that citizen participation processes
designed using deliberation-centric approaches could lead to more informed, involved, and educated
citizens (Luskin et al. 2002; Gutmann and Thompson 2009; Arendt 2010; Grönlund et al. 2010). This
belief is also reflected in an increasing number of participatory governance models (e.g., collaborative
Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 129; doi:10.3390/socsci7080129

www.mdpi.com/journal/socsci

Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 129

2 of 18

decision-making process, co-producing activities) developed to provide new channels for citizen
engagement in local decision-making (Hendriks and Michels 2011; Smith 2009).
However, research shows that the involvement of citizens in the dialogue about and
decision-making over local political issues is not always a straightforward process (Watson 2014).
Watson (2014) contends that consensus-driven new governance agreements may frequently be
characterised by antagonism (e.g., between state actors and citizens) as well as conflicts of interest
and knowledge between different participants (e.g., non-experts vs experts) (Innes and Booher 2004;
Watson 2014). This conflict may disrupt the deliberative mechanisms by which these new governance
models create benefits for citizens, and are a feature rather than side-effect of these models, reflecting
often hidden wider societal tensions and inequalities (Innes and Booher 2010; Ansell 2011). In addition,
a lack of representation and decision-making authority in new participatory governance agreements
may hamper the influence exerted by citizens’ knowledge within these collective decision-making
processes (Arnstein 1969; Fischer 2000; Smith and McDonough 2001; Moulaert et al. 2010).
As part of a wider so-called “turn to practice” (Soler et al. 2014), social learning theories have
emerged to deal with situations where useful and usable knowledge is created through interactions
between participants in social learning communities in the absence of a common ground. According
to these studies, social learning processes might emerge within a participatory process when different
societal actors (individuals or groups) with various interests and knowledge learn from each other
through constructive dialogue. According to Innes and Booher (2010), there is a need to account for
the fact that citizens might participate despite not necessarily agreeing with the implicit proposals
underlying the participatory process’s rationale (pp. 172–73). Under such conditions, there is an
emerging recognition that social learning theories provide a means to understand how community
engagement features in new kinds of participatory governance processes (cf. Pretty 1995; Muro and
Jeffrey 2006; Woodhill 2010).
Despite this recognition, the uptake of social learning theories within new public governance
studies has been relatively limited (with a number of exceptions, e.g., Innes and Booher 2010;
Ansell 2011). There is a particular absence of good theoretical development building upon empirical
work exploring citizen participatory processes as potential sites for social learning (Muro and Jeffrey
2006; Reed 2008). There has likewise been little reflection on whether social-learning-based citizen
participation processes might have value in new governance agreements that seek to incorporate
citizen knowledge in their outcomes. Consequently, this study aims to address this lacuna by asking
the following research question: To what extent can a new citizen participation process be designed
as a social learning system to facilitate the integration of citizen types of interests and knowledge in
local decision-making?
To answer this, we first set out the design requirements for a citizen participation process as a
social learning system in Section 2, drawing explicitly on Wenger’s “Community of Practice” theory.
In Section 3, we present our research approach to consider one specific citizen participatory process,
the G1000 in Enschede. In Section 4, we explore the extent to which the activities it promoted led
to social learning from a “Community of Practice” perspective. Finally, we reflect in Section 5 upon
whether new citizen participation processes could benefit from more focus on these social learning
processes by providing an answer to the overall research question of this paper.
2. Design Requirements for a Citizen Participation Process as a Social Learning System
Social learning theories address the “processes and structures necessary to involve a
heterogeneous set of [societal actors (individuals, or groups)] in analysing and making decisions about
complex, multifaceted and value-laden problem situations” (Woodhill 2010, p. 62). Social learning
dynamics and processes are constitutive of systems through the interrelated interactions between
different (societal) actors involved, giving those learning processes an interactive–multidimensional
locus (as opposed to linear–unidimensional). Wenger (2011) argued that a site of a social learning
system, therefore, could be regarded as an assembly of single interrelated subunits, something he
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Although these characteristics were developed in the context of an insurance claims processing
Although these characteristics were developed in the context of an insurance claims processing
office, the concept has been expanded to a wide range of fields where heterogeneous actors with
office, the concept has been expanded to a wide range of fields where heterogeneous actors with
different value systems and knowledge come together and interact as part of attempts to use each
different value systems and knowledge come together and interact as part of attempts to use each
other’s knowledge (Gertner et al. 2011; Maxwell and Benneworth 2018). According to Ison (2012),
other’s knowledge (Gertner et al. 2011; Maxwell and Benneworth 2018). According to Ison (2012),
participatory dialogue within the field of urban panning “is a process that does not seek consensus,
participatory dialogue within the field of urban panning “is a process that does not seek consensus,
but provides an environment for learning, to think together” (see Woodhill 2010, p. 81). In these
but provides an environment for learning, to think together” (see Woodhill 2010, p. 81). In these
constructive dialogues, problems are analysed and shared understanding is built of a wider situation
constructive dialogues, problems are analysed and shared understanding is built of a wider situation
as well as a common purpose for joint action. We contend that citizen participation processes founded
as well as a common purpose for joint action. We contend that citizen participation processes founded
on dialogue, even where there is epistemological divergence (common ground) between initiators
on dialogue, even where there is epistemological divergence (common ground) between initiators and
and participants, could potentially represent sites of social learning. In such situations, citizen
participants, could potentially represent sites of social learning. In such situations, citizen participation
participation processes may mobilise activities stimulating these three characteristics. These
processes may mobilise activities stimulating these three characteristics. These activities, therefore,
activities, therefore, would indicate the presence of social learning processes, from which can be
would indicate the presence of social learning processes, from which can be inferred that the dialogue
inferred that the dialogue has been constructive, and hence represent a first step in citizen knowledge
being incorporated into local decision-making processes.
If participatory dialogues represent social learning communities, then these three CoP
dimensions may also be present in the context of these citizen participatory processes, and this

Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 129

4 of 18

has been constructive, and hence represent a first step in citizen knowledge being incorporated into
local decision-making processes.
If participatory dialogues represent social learning communities, then these three CoP dimensions
may also be present in the context of these citizen participatory processes, and this provides the
basis for our conceptual framework (see Table 1 below). Joint enterprise would involve a group of
citizens who would come together from very different societal segments and identify a common
theme of interest to work together which was also supported by local policy-makers; they would
individually identify that addressing the issue collectively would advance their individual interests,
thereby underpinning their commitment to and participation in the reflective learning process. Mutual
engagement would be provided by forums in which participants regularly came into contact with each
other to discuss and to address a set of problems and in which progress was made to collectively agreed
solutions to these problems within these teams. Shared repertoire would be manifested in terms of a
“localisation” of externally developed methodologies through the course of implementation efforts,
visible in the creation of new kinds of vocabulary, meeting spaces, and behavioural norms.
Table 1. Conceptual framework.
Characteristic

Indicators

Question

Joint enterprise

Common goal; common
ground formation; joint
action; task delegation;
learning energy

Do group members share a common purpose, which
provides them with a joint goal for (joint) actions? Do
group members develop a shared sense of
responsibility to share information?

Mutual
engagement

Relationship building;
information flow;
nature of conversations;
identity building

What events and interactions weave the community
and develop trust? Does this result in an ability to
negotiate the meaning of a group’s culture and its
practices?

Development of routines and
common ways of working

To what extent have shared experience, language,
artefacts, histories, and methods accumulated over
time and with what potential for future interactions
and new means?

Shared
repertoire

Source: Based on Wenger (1998).

3. Background to the Case Study and its Methodology
3.1. Case Study Methodology and Ethical Considerations
In this paper, we ask whether a citizen participation process can facilitate social learning processes
that lead to constructive dialogue better incorporating citizens’ interests into the overall participatory
outcomes. The relative novelty of the application of our approach to public administration warrants
an exploratory methodology. We here seek to create an in-depth understanding of whether these social
learning processes are evident in citizen participatory activities and the potential dynamics of those
social learning processes in these governance contexts. For this purpose, we adopt a critical realist
position in which we seek to identify behavioural patterns and regularities and relate them back to
our conceptual framework, thereby deepening our understanding of the dynamics of the processes
proposed in this framework. Yin (2009) argues that a case study method provides a useful tool to
analyse and understand complex social phenomena within their contexts, permitting freedom to
understand empirical phenomena before relating them back to conceptual frameworks. We therefore
choose an in-depth empirical case study of a single attempt to use a designed citizen participation
process to improve the quality of that citizen input.
The study uses an ethnographic participation observation approach allowing the examination
of a specific case in the context of its social context (environment and relationships) including the
full richness of its formal and informal settings and relations. A mixed-methods approach was
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used to obtain better insights in the formal as well as informal events and relationships during
the participation process as well as to reduce non-sampling errors. This article focusses on one
particular
citizen participation process, namely the “G1000 firework dialogue” (Dutch: “Stadsdialoog
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was undertaken within our faculty’s ethical frameworks for social science researchers, and the data
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(1) public consultation (large-scale online consultation), (2) citizens’ summit (large-scale
deliberation), and (3) citizens’ panel (in-depth deliberation) (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps 2012). Its
large scale—with more than 6000 citizens participating in the first stage of the process—and a
combination of both consultative (e.g., public agenda setting) and deliberative participatory practices,
1
Inter-coder reliability of 96 percent.
saw the experiment receiving great attention from national and international media, politicians, and
practitioners as a new “democratic innovation”2 (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps 2012).

1
2

Inter-coder reliability of 96 percent.
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and (3) citizens’ panel (in-depth deliberation) (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps 2012). Its large scale—with
more than 6000 citizens participating in the first stage of the process—and a combination of both
consultative (e.g., public agenda setting) and deliberative participatory practices, saw the experiment
receiving great attention from national and international media, politicians, and practitioners as a new
“democratic innovation”2 (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps 2012).
“G1000” as a new citizen participation technique came to the Netherlands in 2014 via the citizen
initiative “Platform G1000”, located in the Dutch city of Amersfoort. Similar to its Belgian predecessor,
the PlatformG1000 aimed to provide citizens with a platform through which they can exchange
knowledge and make decisions about matters affecting them. The PlatformG1000 was supported by
the Dutch Ministry of the Interior and several private funding partners and since 2014 organized 16
G1000 initiatives across the Netherlands.
During all its G1000 events, the PlatformG1000 makes use of six overall principles: (1) no agenda,
(2) open dialogue, (3) random sampling, (4) whole system, (5) transparency, and (6) safety. The first
principle seeks to assure that citizens get the opportunity to discuss the things that matter to them,
and are provided with a say in setting and shaping the agenda for the meetings in the overall process.
The second principle is related to the agenda-setting power at a G1000 event, and aims to direct the
processes towards constructive compromise arrangements rather than predetermining which interest
positions can dominate decision-making. The third principle is of inviting a random sample of the local
community to initial meetings to provide a better reflection of what matters to residents. The fourth
principle is that the citizens’ summit should be a reflection of the local community, implying that all
main stakeholders (local politicians, entrepreneurs, professionals, “free thinkers”, and inhabitants)
are invited to the open dialogue. The fifth principle is of transparency and openness about how
ideas and outcomes are generated at G1000 events. The final principle is ensuring participants’
safety throughout the whole process, following predetermined programs ensuring open conversations
without physical conflicts.
3.3. The G1000 Firework Dialogue in Enschede
In its earlier experiments, the PlatformG1000 was facing the problem of turning the results of a
G1000 event (citizens’ ideas and proposals) into action, because as a voluntary initiative it did not have
a means to compel local authorities to make use of its revealed knowledge and ideas. PlatformG1000’s
primary goal in Enschede was to foster democratic change by providing ordinary citizens with a
stronger voice in local politics for the first time and to ensure that they became implemented by
the local government. The approach taken involved integrating and implementing two kinds of
tools, innovative micro-deliberative practices (e-participation tools) with direct forms of participatory
practices (citizens’ decision). The G1000 firework dialogue was initiated by the newly appointed mayor
in Enschede in early 2017 as a response to a series of firework-related problems (e.g., firework noise
pollution problem, high repair costs for collateral damage, illegal firework use), which occurred on
New Year’s Eve 2016/17.
This initiative ran from 10 June 2017 until 11 November 2017 in Enschede, a city located in the
Dutch Twente region (see Figure 3). Although fireworks had been a practical problem in Enschede for
a number of years around New Year’s Eve, it was a highly sensitive issue locally because of a disaster
in 2000 where a local inner-city fireworks factory had exploded killing 23 people, still commemorated
annually. To talk about the (re-)occurring problems related to fireworks on New Year’s Eve, thereby
addressing the sensitive issue in a proper way, the mayor wanted to engage the “whole city” in a
citywide dialogue to generate binding agreement(s) on firework use in Enschede to ensure a more
pleasant coexistence on New Years’ Eves in the future. The mayor hired PlatformG1000 to design and

2

For example, the G1000 was nominated for the “Prijs voor de Democratie” (in Engl. “Award for Democracy”) in 2011.
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(3) awareness raising, (4) development of a mobile app, (5) firework show, (6) firework(-free) zones,
(7) upgrading of consumer fireworks, and (8) responsibility. Participants were then invited to register
for a working group to elaborate one of those themes into a detailed written proposal to be presented
at the citizens’ decision in November 2017. These groups worked over the summer to finalise the
proposals, with some smaller meetings taking place within the groups; there were three collective
workshops to assist them in compiling their reports practically.
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The citizens’ summit was held on 10 June 2017 as the launch event for the dialogue, with a random
sample of 10,000 residents invited alongside targeted invitations to local stakeholders (described by
organisers as professionals, civil servants, local politicians, and “free thinkers”). A total of 311
participants attended the citizens’ summit. Participants were distributed across several tables4 to
hold open dialogues in several rounds on issues related to firework use in Enschede. The table
discussions were facilitated by a group of trained table hosts who had been briefed on general G1000
principles, practical arrangements, and the software used for the day (a presentation package as well
as a proprietary dialogue–voting application). Participants developed proposals during the day that
were then presented back to the plenary session in the afternoon and voted upon.
The citizens’ forum took place at Enschede Town Hall on 1 July 2017, involving participants who
had participated in the citizens’ summit. During the citizens’ forum, the various proposals made at
the citizens’ summit were grouped into eight thematic areas, namely, (1) law enforcement, (2) schools,
(3) awareness raising, (4) development of a mobile app, (5) firework show, (6) firework(-free) zones,
(7) upgrading of consumer fireworks, and (8) responsibility. Participants were then invited to register
for a working group to elaborate one of those themes into a detailed written proposal to be presented
at the citizens’ decision in November 2017. These groups worked over the summer to finalise the
proposals, with some smaller meetings taking place within the groups; there were three collective
workshops to assist them in compiling their reports practically.
The citizens’ decision was a final meeting held at the Town Hall on 11 November 2017. In the
morning, each working group firstly presented their ideas in front of three panels (citizens, politicians,
and professionals) and were subsequently questioned by panellists. The afternoon session, broadcast
live on the national political cable channel, involved the 67 citizen participants voting on six proposals,
and formally adopted three proposals: awareness raising in schools, city-wide awareness raising,
and firework(-free) zones. After the final meeting, the citizens’ decision was formally signed by all
participants entitled to vote and a group of citizens signed up for a monitoring group in order to follow
and get involved in the elaboration and implementation of the citizens’ decision. The mayor presented
the civil decision to the members of the municipal council and received formal approval from the
members for its further elaboration and implementation. Individual aspects of the citizens’ decision
were implemented for the New Year 2017/18. Together with the monitoring group, the municipality of
Enschede was (at the time of writing) working on further plans to implement all aspects of the citizens’
decision prior to New Year 2018/19.
4. Results
Having presented an overview of the dynamics of the G1000 firework dialogue in Enschede,
we now turn to exploring the extent to which these activities can be considered as constituting “a social
learning system”. We firstly do that by exploring the extent to which it is possible to perceive the three
characteristics of CoPs in these activities within the G1000 firework dialogue, namely, developing
a sense of joint enterprise, the emergence of mutual engagement, and the development of shared
repertoires (Section 4.1). We then discuss factors that hampered and fostered the creation of a CoP,
to better reflect on the way that the citizen participation process contributed to effective social learning
among participants (Section 4.2).
4.1. G1000 Firework Dialogue as a Social Learning System?
4.1.1. Developing a Sense of a Joint Enterprise
The multiple dialogue rounds at the citizens’ summit event were reported as places where the
participants developed both a greater mutual understanding of each other’s perspectives as well as

4

The amount of people at each table varied between 4 and 8 people during morning and afternoon sessions.

Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 129

9 of 18

a more general sense of community and solidarity. Although some participants indicated that they
had expected conversations to be tense and more polarised between supporters and opponents,5
participants described the atmosphere in the room as “positive”, “relaxing”, and “energising”.
In addition, many participants stated that they found the table discussions instructive, as many
people told their personal and often emotional stories about experienced fireworks accidents or the
fireworks disaster in Enschede. Concerning the former, one participant, for instance, indicated that the
citizens’ summit helped to turn a sensitive subject into a subject that can be discussed openly. Related
to this, another participant stated the following:
“Yes, everyone contributed in some way to the discussion and we learned a lot from each other [...].
There were also many people at my table who shared personal experiences and from whom you could
get life lessons.”
(P28: 2017, 18, G1)
With regard to the firework disaster, many older participants used the opportunity to share their
emotional experiences with their fellow citizens during the dialogue rounds, which is expressed in the
following quote:
“I also liked to hear how those young people view it and why it is so important for them, and why
it is so nice for them. But on the other hand I also found it special to hear from the people who are
experiencing nuisance, or who are afraid of fireworks, or who have experienced the fireworks disaster.”
(P19: 2017, 34, G1)
A number of participants stated that they improved their understanding of other citizens’ opinions
on the issue, and that had, in turn, affected the reasons why they thought about it that way. One
participant summarised his impression of the different dialogue rounds as follows:
“It was a nice way to exchange arguments with others, thereby seeing things from a different
perspective. I did not think about some aspects beforehand. It was nice that—with some exceptions6 —
participants equally contributed to the dialogue.”
(P27: 2 measurement; 46:46)
Following the citizens’ summit, a number of participants stated that they had perceived a sense of
togetherness and solidarity, with some participants indicating that their choice of which group to join
at the citizens’ forum had been determined or at least influenced by a feeling of mutual understanding
and attachment with like-minded people developed during conversations at the citizens’ summit event.
Moreover, through their participation in one of the working groups, citizens had managed to find
ways to accommodate their desire to fulfil their self-interest along with the service of shared interest,
at what might be considered as reaching a common ground. Participants related experiencing the
working groups as having a more open and informal atmosphere despite the formal rules because
participants had managed to internalise the rules and were not continually constrained by the rules.
Several of the groups were able to find this common ground relatively early within the process, and
those were the groups where participants were willing to aim from the start to develop a proposal that
served all group members’ interests. In one group, one interviewee noted that those people who were
not happy with the decisions taken in his working group either left the participation process or shifted
to another working group. Others stated that they had difficulties to agree within their working group,

5
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Some interviewees indicated that they thought prior to the citizens’ summit event that the topic would attract predominantly
supporters and opponents of fireworks.
A few interviewees indicated that they felt disturbed by some dialogue partners who either deviated too much from the
topic to tell their personal story or took the floor to defend their position on the matter.

Although there was substantive variation in the ways that individuals organised their participation in
the G1000 firework dialogue, participants established their own formal as well as informal ways of
communication and interaction between working group members (see for an overview Figure 5 below).
During the citizens’ forum phase, participants indicated that they met with their working group
members
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communications. During these formal meetings, participants generated initial ideas on their theme
and allocated responsibilities and tasks among working group members. Some participants indicated
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that they mainly supported their group through listening and providing constructive feedback (based
one interviewee to argue that he had specifically decided to take a more active leading role within the
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During the citizens’ forum phase, participants indicated that they met with their working group

E.g., developing and conducting interviews, surveys, opinion pools among students, experts in the field, and
members
in regular face-to-face meetings and used email and WhatsApp for mutual communications.
fellow citizens; doing desk-research, or developing first ideas for an app.
7

During these formal meetings, participants generated initial ideas on their theme and allocated
responsibilities and tasks among working group members. Some participants indicated that they
mainly supported their group through listening and providing constructive feedback (based on their
expertise and experiences) during formal group meetings. Others indicated that they preferred
administrative and internal/external communication functions (e.g., writing minutes of group
meetings, organizing formal group meetings). Yet other participants highlighted that they preferred
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research-related7 tasks to support internal group discussions and improve the quality of their proposals.
A few participants declared themselves to be more interested in creative tasks to support their working
groups’ advertising efforts (e.g., taking care of the G1000 firework dialogue website, making a draft
version for a pitch or poster). An occasional participant indicated that they went to a local democracy
festival or tried to promote their working groups’ proposals via personal social media channels.
Many participants stated that they perceived the official workshops as important events as part of
their working group’s efforts to develop a proposal related to their chosen theme. Many interviewees
highlighted that during the first two workshops, they discussed substantive issues related to their
ideas for the first time. Moreover, participants perceived the first workshop as helpful in the proposal
writing process since they got some reflection on their pitched ideas from other working groups.
One interviewee indicated that workshops were also useful to make new contacts with other working
groups to find new ways of collaboration. Illustratively, some interviewees mentioned that participants
of two working groups decided to dissolve their group and to merge with another working group.8
During the second workshop, people got the possibility to discuss their ideas and proposals with
professionals. One interviewee emphasised that professionals were highly approachable and this
provided them with an opportunity to test and get expert feedback on their ideas. Some participants
mentioned that the second workshop was helpful to get their ideas down on paper, with civil servants
from the municipality’s marketing department supporting them in their efforts to prepare short
summaries of their plans for the official G1000 firework dialogue website.
Many interviewees stated that they perceived some members of their group as being more
dedicated than others in terms of the dedicated efforts made. Likewise, some participants mentioned
that they prioritised working group activities above their other commitments9 ; conversely, others
indicated a looser connection with the group, merely following group activities (by mail and occasional
attendance) dependent on time. Some interviewees reported that most executive functions within
the working groups (chair, secretary, moderators, campaigners), were carried out by a small group of
more active participants that formed a core group within the working group. There were situations
related where this core group were reported as having established informal ways of interaction and
communication outside the working group. For example, one participant described this situation
as follows:
“I have contact with [person 1] and [person 2] via a separate WhatsApp group because we act a bit
like team leaders, uhm . . . and with the others, we just have mail contact. If things need to be picked
up or worked out, or if we want their opinions, we also mail them. Also, there is one man, I know
quite well. I also have a lot of contact with him via WhatsApp and by phone. He is slightly more
active than the rest.”
(P19: 2017, 34, G1; 203:203)
Conversely, some participants mentioned that these informal ways of communication and
interactions within the core group themselves constituted a problem for the wider working group,
creating a situation where information and knowledge about the process and incidental events were
not always equally provided to all group members.
4.1.3. Establishing Shared Repertoire
A final characteristic of CoPs is in the development of a shared repertoire between participants
that facilitates the execution of group tasks towards the shared joint enterprise. Throughout the

7
8
9

E.g., developing and conducting interviews, surveys, opinion pools among students, experts in the field, and fellow citizens;
doing desk-research, or developing first ideas for an app.
The app group was dissolved and participants merged with members of the awareness-raising group. The firework show
working group dissolved and members merged with the working group on firework(-free) zones.
A participant mentioned that he cancelled another meeting for a meeting with his working group.
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participation process, shared repertoires grew in various ways over time. The most common way
in which this occurred was that citizens increasingly developed a shared language in their working
groups. This became explicit during interviews, since participants predominantly used the “we-form”
when talking about events and activities within their working groups (see, for an example, Figure 6).
Another thing revealed during interviews was participants mainly describing the purpose of their
working group activities and goals using a similar set of vocabulary. When interviewed separately,
participants
raising” working group each emphasised using a similar line
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“We meet regularly in the evening with three people to discuss progress, to discuss
how things are going, to plan the next meetings and stuff like that."
(P16: 2017, 13, G1; 99:99)
“We are a small group that is on top of things (asking questions, drawing up
surveys). We do communicate all these things back to the working group. Usually,
we don't get a response from them, so I still don't know why we are doing this, but
we do link everything back to the working group. And there are one or two of them
who then respond, and that's just about what it is."
(P18: 2017, 32, G1; 255:263)
“Yes, [I have] a very active role. Let me put it this way, together with two others; we
are the driving force, we are very active."
(P19: 2017, 34, G1; 183:183)
“It [contact] is mainly via e-mail. In my workgroup there is a subgroup that sits
together a bit more often. That's X and X and ... I've forgot the other name. They
have already met several times at X's place with the three of them. This is because
they prepared things for the DRAM festival, they went to, for those things actually.
And everything that concerns the whole group is mainly communicated by mail."
(P17: 2017, 24, G1; 111:111)
“There was a lot of effort taken by a small number of people. I contributed by
listening and commenting if requested."
(P27: 1&2 measurement; 220:220)
Figure
Figure 6.
6. Shared
Shared language.
language.

4.2. The Overall Effectiveness of the Social Learning Dynamics in the G1000 Firework Dialogue
4.2.1. Factors Constraining Participation and Community Building in the G1000 Firework Dialogue
Throughout the G1000 firework dialogue, three factors became apparent that restrained the
effectiveness of participants’ engagement in their working groups: first, a perceived lack of process-related
transparency; second, the pre-determined structure of the participation process; and, finally, time.
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4.2. The Overall Effectiveness of the Social Learning Dynamics in the G1000 Firework Dialogue
4.2.1. Factors Constraining Participation and Community Building in the G1000 Firework Dialogue
Throughout the G1000 firework dialogue, three factors became apparent that restrained the
effectiveness of participants’ engagement in their working groups: first, a perceived lack of
process-related transparency; second, the pre-determined structure of the participation process; and,
finally, time.
The first issue was a perceived lack of process-related transparency because some people missed a
clear and transparent structure being communicated right from the start. Many participants stated that
neither the course of actions nor the period of the participation process was clearly communicated at
the citizens’ summit, which launched the G1000 firework dialogue. Some groups related experiencing
substantive internal pressure on their time planning caused by unforeseen activities or events. Some
groups also noted that both the number of activities as well as the acceleration of the process
towards their end negatively influenced their motivation to participate. Some participants mentioned
adopting a “wait-and-see” attitude due to initially feeling overwhelmed because of a perceived lack
of process-related information. A few participants indicated feeling deceived by organisers because
their contributions were not immediately evident. Conversely, many (of the remaining) participants
indicated that process-related instructions became more evident towards the end of the process.10
The second set of constraints noted by participants was feeling held back by the participation
process’s rigid predetermined structure, preferring a more flexible, less predictable process structure.
One participant stated that that the rigid process structure had hampered him from actively involving
a group of young people in the participation process11 . Another participant argued that too much
structure risked destroying people’s creativity as well as their sense of ownership for their group
activities and the participation process in general. Indeed, one interviewee indicated that he had left
the participation process explicitly since the rigid predetermined structure reduced his motivation to
think creatively and attempt experiments. Some participants stated that they had also expected more
assistance from the municipality (e.g., providing budget and expert knowledge support), and resented
slightly that they (as volunteers) were not more actively supported at the start of the citizens’ forum
phase by the municipality in developing their solution.
The final issue constraining participation was that it was felt to be extremely time-consuming,
and for some participants, its demands ultimately proved to be too time-consuming. At the end of the
dialogue, a substantial number of participants stated that they had initially underestimated the time the
participation process would cost them. Participants mentioned that they were surprised by the number
of activities they had to execute in their working groups during the early phase of the citizens’ forum.
Some participants felt constrained by an impression that their working group was “obliged” to meet
some predetermined milestones in an arbitrary timeframe (in this case, consulting with neighbourhood
councils, attending a democracy festival, holding opinion polls in town). Some interviewees indicated
that they started to perceive a number of these mandatory activities as burdensome, with some
interviewees spending more than five hours per week on working group activities and related events.
A few interviewees questioned why they were not being compensated (financially or in another way)
for the considerable time they were expected to invest in the process.
4.2.2. Perceived Benefits from Participation in G1000 Firework Dialogue
Following the G1000 firework dialogue, participants provided three overarching arguments that
summarised their experiences. First, they individually believed that their participation in the G1000
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Many participants indicated that after the first workshops the process became more clear.
In order to warrant representativeness of the participation process, only people who were randomly selected and received a
formal invitation were allowed to participate in the G1000 firework dialogue.
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firework dialogue provided them with a valuable learning experience. A number of participants stated
that they liked the process because it provided insights into the municipality’s workings, and local
politics in general. One participant had stated that through her participation she had come to realise
that the finding a comprehensive solution to the problem was not always as simple as it might appear
in the first instance. Some participants mentioned that it was relatively easy to contact the G1000
steering group via email or at the formal meetings on occasions when they had questions regarding the
participation process, and they perceived the sphere at these meetings as open, with the opportunity
to discuss problems arising.
The second set of opinions were expressed that the G1000 firework dialogue appeared to them
to represent as a new way to engage citizens in (local) politics. Many participants described the
participation process as more democratic and a useful way to involve creative citizens in local
decision-making processes of their municipality. Participants indicated that they had been pleased
with the formal decision-making at the end of the final meeting, in which the mayor received the
three formally approved proposals and affirmed their implementation. A number of participants
argued that it was the final formal citizens’ decision that was important because of its value in
demonstrating that citizens could have real influence on local governance. At the same time,
the citizens’ opinions of its value remained contingent, in that the value they ascribed to the process
was at least partially contingent on the extent to which the citizens’ decisions would subsequently be
effectively implemented.
Finally, participants suggested that the process had built more understanding for and trust in
the local municipality. Some interviewees noted that they perceived a distance between some group
members and the local authority officers, notably at the start of the citizens’ forum phase. There
was some variation in the experiences within the working groups; some participants were simply
distrustful of local authority officers in general12 , while other participants mentioned that they got the
impression that municipality participants were not supporting their working groups at the outset of
the citizens’ forum phase13 . However, these initial impressions evolved through the life of the process,
with many participants relating that by the end of the G1000 firework dialogue they believed that they
had effective lines of communication with the municipality. This was underscored when some civil
servants were observed to be actively involved in elaborating their working groups’ final proposals.
5. Discussion and Conclusions
In this paper, we asked the overall research question of the extent to which a new citizen
participation process can be designed as a social learning system to facilitate the integration of citizen
types of interests and knowledge in local decision-making. In answer to this question, the results
provided deeper insights into the internal social learning dynamics within one such activity, Enschede’s
G1000 firework dialogue, providing the basis for a tentative answer to this question. Wenger’s (1998,
2000, 2011) concept of CoP provides a baseline for analysis, indicating that the G1000 firework dialogue
process encouraged the creation of activities that may be considered to correspond to the different
structural dimensions of communities of practice. These CoP elements were visible within the different
working groups that coalesced in an attempt to create proposals that might address Enschede’s
controversial firework issue, suggesting that there was social learning present in these activities.
A second element of the findings related to how social learning facilitated the participation
process in terms of integrating citizens’ interests and knowledge into local decision-making. One clear
observation in the study was that despite participants’ varying motives for engaging in the G1000
firework dialogue, participants developed a greater understanding for each other’s perspectives
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Some participants were angry with the municipality, since it shared a local newspaper article after the citizens’ summit via
its official website in which it was wrongly stated that citizens from Enschede had chosen for a firework show.
E.g., some working groups faced difficulties with printing and organising rooms during the summer holiday period.

Soc. Sci. 2018, 7, 129

15 of 18

during multiple stages of the participation processes through open dialogues and exchange of personal
experiences about the often sensitive perceived issue. It is perhaps also worth here pointing to the
issue of the emotional connection to the issue that created an intergenerational solidarity, from older
participants who had experienced the fireworks disaster to younger participants who had experienced
the individual cost of firework accidents. Indeed, the shared sense of community and joint enterprise
identified in Section 4.1.1 appears to have emerged from the sense of togetherness and solidarity,
and the creation of common ground among participants in many of the working groups. Moreover,
participants developed their mutual relationships by establishing shared sets of communication as
well as documents in their working groups throughout the citizen participation process.
The third element of our question relates to the issue of design, and the extent to which the
predesigned structure of the G1000 firework citizen participation process facilitated social learning
and integrating citizens’ inputs. Our results provide one example that illustrates that design-based
citizen participation can support and facilitate the establishment of social learning. This social learning
was derived from a “safe” learning environment where participants were provided with opportunities
to better understand all dimensions of the question through these predesigned open dialogue and
interaction processes. We see here an echo of Woodhill (2010) who pointed out that social learning
does not “happen by accident”, but requires both conscious design and facilitation (p. 64).
However, the results also highlight that citizen participation in the G1000 firework dialogue
was hampered by this rigid design-based process structure, and the relative inflexibility that this
brought with it. This lack of flexibility manifested itself in various ways, but generally undermined
the citizens’ commitment to involvement in the activities, making it more superficial and in some
cases even discouraging that participation. This, in turn, has consequences for the deliberate design
of future design-based citizen participation processes, or the application of lessons from this case to
other situations of more institutionalised forms of citizen participation in local governance. It is vital to
establish a good balance between the conscious design and facilitation of participation, while leaving
room to citizens for self-organisation, thereby providing them with the opportunity to unfold creativity
and their autonomous ways of learning and doing.
Moreover, our research indicates that more balanced design-based models of citizen participation
can help to circumvent antagonism and conflicts of interest between citizens and local government
actors. Three fundamental design criteria for a deliberately designed participatory process in the future
therefore appear to provide transparent and clear coordination of action, and ensure sufficient room
for the negotiation of insecurities. The results showed that the process lacked transparency and clarity
due to coordination issues, most notably at the beginning of the participation process. Consequently, to
improve this difficulty, design-based citizen participation processes should invest more intellectually,
financially, and in terms of time from the start. With regard to the latter, the workshop approach enabled
citizens and municipality representatives to develop what they reported as trust with other participants.
This suggests the necessity and, therefore, transparency of establishing a trustful environment that
enables people to develop a sense of place, belonging, and responsibility.
Finally, we would acknowledge that this is a single case study of a complex situation in which
we have sought to retrospectively utilise theoretical lenses to see elements of the case that might have
hitherto been invisible. We, therefore, remain cautious in our findings and note that our results require
further exploration, testing, and validation through more extensive, deductive approaches before they
can be fully confirmed. Nevertheless, and mindful of this caveat, we believe in line with our findings
that it is legitimate to argue that new design-based models of citizen participation would benefit from
more explicitly incorporating social learning practices and theories. Consequently, we argue that local
governance should invest more in citizen participation processes that encourage and enable learning
among different societal stakeholders with different interests through constructive dialogues over
political matters.
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Appendix A
Table A1. Codebook.
Code I

Subcode

Code Definition

JE-common_ground_formation
JE-common_goal
Joint
Enterprise (JE)

Refers to the extent members aim to achieve a joint goal.
Refers to the extent members develop a common
purpose for joint action.

JE-action
JE-level_of_learning_energy
JE-task_delegation

Code II

Refers to the extent members follow the same or
different ways of reasoning.

Refers to the extent members get the opportunities to
negotiate a joint inquiry and important questions.
Refers to the extent members have a common
understanding about who does what.

Subcode

Code Definition

SR-experience
Shared
Repertoire (SR)

SR-language/jokes
SR-methods

Refers to the extent members have accumulated common
resources (experiences, language, methods, and artefacts)
over time that foster potential future interactions.

SR-artefacts
Code III

Subcode

Code Definition

MU-nature
MU-relationships

Mutual
Understanding
(MU)

MU-information_flow

Refers to the way members develop shared ways of
engaging in doing things together.
Refers to the extent members develop trust and
sustained mutual relationships.
Refers to the way in which information is exchanged
among members.

MU-nature_of_conversations

Refers to the way in which members engage directly in
conversations with each other.

MU-problem_solving_capacity

Refers to the extent members are able to raise troubling
issues during the discussion.

MU-membership
MU-personal_contribution

Refers to the extent there is an overlap in members’
descriptions of who belongs.
Refers to the extent members know what they can do
and how they can contribute to the enterprise.

Source: Based on Wenger (2011).
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