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Abstract: Citizen participation has become an important aspect in the design of smart cities. This
paper investigates the frame and modality of citizen participation in a European Horizon2020 smart
city project, +CityxChange, in Trondheim. +CityxChange aims at enabling citizen participation
and co-creation in the transition to a positive energy city. The question is “what are the prevailing
approaches and practices in relation to citizen participation amongst the key actors involved
in +CityxChange? Which structures and processes have inhibited or fostered the participation
mechanisms (e.g., for, by, and of people) and practices in Trondheim?” Through participatory
observations and interviews with key local actors and citizens, we found that the focus of
+CityxChange on efficiency and creating innovative solutions “for” people in partnership with
the private sector has disturbed the “by” and “of” people mechanisms of participation. Citizens’
power and roles are not delegated to challenge or replace the project’s predetermined issue or
plan. The anchorage of the project outside of the formal administrative structure has caused other
functional barriers that inhibit citizen participation, rather than facilitate it. This paper discusses the
causal relationships between these interconnected barriers and suggests how authorities can possibly
overcome them.
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1. Introduction

Increased population, increased pollution, climate change, and limited natural resources are some
of the main challenges that threaten our modern cities. The European way to tackle these challenges is to
define and adopt smart city solutions at an urban level, pursuing the 2020 targets [1]. The development
of smart city strategies is closely aligned to the goals and targets of the United Nation Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Accordingly, the EU is dedicating specific funding instruments to achieve
better quality of life for citizens; more competitive industries and small and medium enterprises
(SMEs); and more sustainable energy, transport and information, and communication technologies
(ICT) and infrastructures [2]. One of the available EU initiatives to implement smart cities’ solutions
are the lighthouse projects that are financed by Horizon2020 [1]. These projects target SDG 7, which is
to“(e)nsure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all”; SDG 11, to “(m)ake
cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable”; and SDG 13, to “(t)ake urgent action to combat climate
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change and its impacts”. Therefore, the main emphasis is on enabling citizens to actively participate
in a sustainable transition which is facilitated through the technological change. In this context, the
integration of different social sciences and humanities fields, as well as responsible research and an
innovation approach, is of high importance [3]. This paper focuses on one of the European lighthouse
smart city projects, +CityxChange, researching the citizen participation, the social-human aspect.
According to +CityxChange, “(a) smart city will use digital technologies to enhance performance and
wellbeing, to reduce costs and resource consumption and to engage more effectively and actively with
its citizens” [4].

The remainder of this paper explores the prevailing approaches and practices in relation to
citizen participation, both in theory and practice, in the early stages of +CityxChange. Section 2 first
provides a short introduction to the emergence of the citizen centric into the smart city field. Then
it draws on the relevant literature and existing conceptual frameworks, to address the most critical
principles and values and to discuss their implications for citizen participation. Section 3 offers a
detailed explanation of the method used in this research. Section 4 describes the findings and analyzes
the existing participatory approaches and efforts, drawing from Trondheim’s experiences. Section 5
provides some relevant suggestions, and the final section (Section 6) summarizes and synthesizes the
findings, the theoretical analysis, and the implications of the findings for future studies and practices.

2. Emergence of Citizen-Centric Approach into the Smart City

As Giffinger, et al. [5] argue, the globalization and European integration process trailed the
initial increasing pressure of competition between European cities, which have strived for a better
positioning in the European or national urban system, through improving their specific urban-regional
profile. Later, the European Commission introduced “smartness” to the agenda of reclaiming economic
competitiveness, stressing the importance of corporate innovation and public–private partnerships [6].
Many authors, such as Schaffers, et al. [6], reassess the smart city as both a key technology domain and
a complex societal phenomenon, in which effective user-driven processes of innovation are crucial for
achieving socioeconomic benefits. One of the first strategies to develop user-centric innovation and
smart urban areas, according to Komninos et al. [7], was to increase citizen involvement by co-creating
Internet-based applications in all sectors of the economy and society. However, such strategies have
been critiqued for being overly technocratic and top-down in orientation, serving the interests of
governments and corporations more than they do of citizens [8,9]. In addition, the effect of participation
on legitimacy through digital applications is unclear and cannot compensate for un-governability [10].
To tackle this, the European Commission has branded its funding programs as creating smart cities with
a dedicated “citizen-focus” approach as a logical extension of the democratic process [9], strengthening
the links between the city and its citizens and promising to empower citizens to take on a new role in
their daily lives [11]. Likewise, new smart city pilots under the European Horizon2020 program are
trying to reframe citizen-participation practices. The rhetoric of smart city researchers is that citizens’
engagement will increase their impact by better integrating their perspectives into decision-making
and design of services and infrastructure [12]. When citizens are involved in the planning process,
a plan or a decision will be more widely accepted by its future users and implementation will be
easier [13]. In addition, the perspectives of citizens as non-experts can (re)discover more sustainable
and creative solutions that could work in a specific local context [14]. The engagement of citizens in
scientific problem solving and co-design can result in more creative and cost-effective solutions than
traditional research and development programs [14], in which the insights about local environment,
context, and place might never have been broached or might have been forgotten [13,15,16].

As Halachmi et al. [17] argue, citizen participation is an important element not only to achieve
the democratic governance process but also to increase government productivity, citizen satisfaction,
citizens’ trust in government, and transparency to make decisions about service levels, procedures, and
priorities. If one accepts that new ideas can emerge from citizen participation which might rarely enter
the bounds of the planning profession and its bureaucracy, the maximization of citizens’ input should be
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paramount [15]. While many scholars argue a democratic citizen-participation process is usually costly,
time-consuming, and labor- and resource-intensive, some smart cities adopt “open data” resources
and web-based strategies, for third parties and citizens to facilitate innovation, in which citizens can be
both users and sources of data [18]. However, many, such as Nielsen, et al. [19], believe that the relative
novelty of the smart city, combined with the prolific use of its concept as a buzzword [18], has led to
many unproven success statements concerning citizen participation. Cardullo and Kitchin [9] (p. 2)
believe that such a citizen participatory ideal appears to be a “rebranding to silence detractors and
award international grants, while keeping the central mission of capital accumulation and top-down
or technocratic governance intact”. Nielsen et al. [19] also argue that the highly technical-oriented
ambitions of smart cities have led to narrow dialogues which undermine the real power and capacity
of stakeholders, including citizens to influence urban-planning outcomes. Regarding the inherently
contested and problematic nature of the citizen participation (an emphasis on the technical expertise
and impartiality on one hand, and democratic social and political system on the other) [10,20], this
paper aims to do the following:

• To empirically make sense of citizen participation and potential pitfalls within the smart
city projects;

• to interrogate the framing and role of citizens in the process of developing and implementing
smart initiatives.

2.1. Conceptualization of Citizen Participation

2.1.1. Approaches

Participatory versus Deliberative Democracy

The discourse of participation is commonly derived from a theoretical tension between
participatory democracy and deliberative democracy [21]. On the one hand, participatory democracy
aims at giving actual decision-making power to citizens. Therefore, participation becomes a tool for
citizens to gain control over the decisions affecting their lives, as well as critical awareness of their
conditions [22]. On the other hand, in a deliberative democracy, the focus is on deliberation, the way
people trade off their interests, ideas, and arguments, rather than focusing on direct decision-making
power. As Joss et al. [10] state, “public deliberation and political participation and contestation are
an essential part of establishing common values and goods, which in a pluralistic society requires
accommodating diverse perspectives through open deliberation rather than relying on a homogenous
community containing a universal common good”.

While participatory democracy focuses on the responsiveness to citizen concerns as a result of
participation by the people (political participation), deliberative democracy is judged in terms of the
effectiveness of policy outcomes for the people (governing effectiveness) [21,23]. In both theories,
participation is assessed by democratic legitimation.

Input versus Output Legitimacy

According to Scharpf [23] (p. 7) participatory democracy refers to “input legitimacy” and implies
“the participatory quality of the process, leading to laws and rules as ensured by the ‘majoritarian’
institutions of electoral representation”. On the other hand, deliberative democracy refers to “output
legitimacy”, which “is concerned with the problem-solving quality of the laws and rules and has a
range of institutional mechanisms to ensure it” [24]. Within smart cities projects, this discourse implies
that the role of political actors is as representatives of citizens. One could investigate, for example, to
what extent citizens are directly or indirectly represented, by looking at how decisions in such projects
move within the formal decision-making structure of a city.
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Direct versus Indirect Participation

Falleth, et al. [25] argue that the input legitimacy of urban planning is dependent on two
forms of citizen participation: voice and vote. The former implies a direct and non-parliamentarian
participation as explicit empowerment perspective. The latter implies indirect participation through
representative politicians. Voice or direct participation can supplement the deficiencies of majoritarian
institutions of representative democracy [26]. The direct democracy is designated as the “substantive
view of democracy, a normative political and societal ideal that is worth striving for as an objective
in its own right” [27] (p. 120). In direct participation, democracy is a value in itself. Instead of
advocating a formalized decision-making procedure, empowering citizens in policy-making is a goal,
i.e., encouraging citizens to be both active and responsible [10,27].

In indirect participation or representative democracy through “vote”, citizens generally play a
passive role. As Wagle [28] argues, indirect participation can involve complexity because it embraces
two different value systems: politicians’ own values and the values of citizens [29]. While citizens’
values influence public officials in choosing the agendas and designing policies, politicians’ values,
agenda-setting, and policy designs also influence the political orientations and participation patterns of
citizens [30]. Schneider and Ingram [30] argue that it is in politicians’ advantage to provide beneficial
policy to the advantaged citizens who are both powerful and positively constructed as “deserving”
(e.g., the elderly, business, veterans, or scientists). These groups are thought to not only respond
favorably to their politicians’ decisions, but others will approve of conferring the beneficial policy on
deserving people. Accordingly, politicians usually identify the people whose behavior is linked to the
achievement of their own values and desired ends. In other words, politicians attempt to achieve their
goals by changing people’s behavior and attitude [31].

Politicians’ tendency to favor powerful interests is especially relevant in the discussion of smart
cities. “Smartness” is often conflated with efficiency [31], which places a premium on the inclusion
of actors who have proportionally greater resources, financial capabilities, technical knowledge, and
competences, and may not necessarily include everyone who is affected. As Boedeltje and Cornips [32]
argue, in complex issues, it is challenging to include all affected people in effective deliberation and
decision-making. Given that people are not equally able to make themselves heard, due to their
unequal competence, power, and resources [33], the ideal of equal opportunities for all affected people
cannot be achieved in the smart city concept, but rather it can only be approached [21].

In this context, it is important to consider that politicians’ values and corresponding approaches
and practices will impact upon citizens’ perceptions of democracy, inclination toward participation,
and willingness to comply with policy directives. Those values that result from intermingling the
values of politicians and society can therefore naturally be expected to be more realistic than the values
of society normatively and passively perceived or identified by politicians [28]. In order to facilitate
such processes, Innes and Booher [34] believe that the importance of power differences should be
minimized, and rational argumentation should be supported, rather than interest-based advocacy.
In addition, as the main focus of the smart city is on competencies and the “ability to identify and
solve urban problems” rather than power distribution and the “right to influence”, the risk of urban
development becoming de-politicization is high [21] (p. 12). This can lead to the selective inclusion of
citizens based on their assets and competences rather than representativeness, which is necessary for
influencing the development of a city. Therefore, before any participation process, it is important to
first understand whose problems are being solved and whose interests are being served [21,35].

Believing that citizens are willing to trade fair processes for effective problem solving or output,
legitimacy can be viewed as more utopian than realistic in this context [36]. Moreover, given the
early state of research into smart cities, there is no evidence to suggest that they can provide effective
problem solving or output legitimacy. This paper investigates how these approaches are perceived and
practiced in smart city projects.
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2.2. Practices

In order to evaluate the practices, many researchers have drawn on the work of Arnstein [37],
who describes eight levels on the “ladder of citizen participation”, ranging from “no participation” to
“full citizen power” [9]. Cardullo and Kitchin [9] use Arnstein’s ladder in the smart city context and
agree that it has utility to examine how citizens are positioned in practice. However, they argue that it
does not fully account for the type, role, function, political discourse/framing, and modality of citizen
participation. In order to fit in the smart city topic, they broadened Arnstein’s model, as Table 1 shows,
calling it a scaffold of smart citizen participation.

Table 1. Scaffold of smart citizen participation [9].

Form and Level of Participation Role Citizen
Involvement

Political
Discourse/Framing Modality

Citizen power

Citizen control Leader,
member

Ideas, vision,
leadership,
ownership,

create

Rights,
social/political

citizenship,
commons

Inclusive,
bottom-up,
collective,
autonomy,

experimental

Delegated
power

Decision-maker,
maker

Partnership Co-creator Negotiate,
produce Participation,

co-creation

Tokenism

Placation (I2) Proposer Suggest

Top-down, civic
paternalism,
stewardship,

bound-to-succeed

Consultation Participant,
tester, player Feedback

Civic engagement
Information Recipient

Browse,
consume, actConsumerism Choice Resident,

consumer
Capitalism,

Market

Non-participation Therapy Patient, learner,
user, product,

data-point

Steered,
nudged,

controlled

Stewardship.
Technocracy,
paternalismManipulation

Starting from the bottom of the scaffold, the last row or rung of this model refers to non-participation
(manipulation and therapy), in which people will be steered and educated in a top-down governing
mode. The next stage, which is additional to the original model of Arnstein, is consumerism. In
such a framing, people can embrace a “smart lifestyle”, but their choice is largely predetermined by
service providers [9]. In general, services are designed and operated with limited involvement by
citizens, other than as users, who may have a chance to provide feedback in the design phase or act as
beta-testers of products in the production phase.

The next stage is tokenism, including information, consultation, and placation, in which people
have a voice and some degree of autonomy, even though they do not have power to directly change or
influence the decisions and plans. Cardullo and Kitchin [9] believe that the use of smart technology for
information and consultation may strengthen the barrier for engagement due to the requirement for
digital competencies, which are influenced by social characteristics such as age, gender, and education.
Here, the legitimacy of planning is measured by the effectiveness and efficiency of the chosen solutions,
and participation is only seen as valuable to the extent that it contributes to instrumental goal
attainment [25]. Since the focus is on including resource-controlling actors or right-holders, in order
to ensure and increase the system capacity, only citizens with specific knowledge, capital, and status
make up the main target group.

The final and highest level of participation is citizen power, including partnership, delegated
power, and citizen control, in which citizens have more formal power to take an active role and
contribute to change and decision-making. Arnstein’s framework is rooted in the concept of power
and the extent to which it can induce “significant social reform”, affecting the outcome of a process and
eventually redistributing “the benefits of affluent society” rather than being only an “empty ritual” [37]
(p. 216). In other words, participation and power can work together by reflecting an ideal of society
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that is more equal and fairer with respect to plan- and decision-making [9]. In this respect, Refstie
and Brun [38] argue that, in order to enable citizens’ voices to be heard and affect decision-making, it
is not enough to invite them into planning and decision-making processes, but they should have an
opportunity to claim and invent the participation space themselves. Therefore, direct participation
should be the combination of invited, claimed, and invented participation spaces. However, the last
stage of citizen power is barely realized in smart city projects [9], which are externally funded. Citizens
are not involved in proposal-writing and goal-setting. Although their engagement during the project
itself is usually labeled as citizen-centric, their influence is limited to project outcomes within the
predetermined scope of the project. Therefore, citizens’ influence in the later stages is naturally limited,
since reversing the project’s course is almost impossible.

In this paper, we argue that positioning practices based on Arnstein’s “ladder” or Cardullo and
Kitchin’s “scaffold” requires an improved understanding of the main actors’ approaches and practices,
which are influenced by different structural and functional elements. None of the above-named
authors has investigated which elements can influence a shift from one level to another level of citizen
participation ladder/scaffold. This paper tries to fill this gap.

2.3. Influences on Prevailing Approaches and Practices

The main actors and authorities can perceive participatory and deliberative democracy as
complementary [39]. The former then depends on deliberative processes, in which representative
politics will express citizens’ input while constructively supporting their sense of identity and
community. The latter also depends on resonating with citizens’ values and identity through
participatory processes to work effectively [23]. On the other hand, the main actors could trade between
participatory and deliberative democracy based on expediency for predetermined goals. The more
participatory processes can be seen as a threat to efficiency while a greater output by non-majoritarian
institutions can be seen as a shortage of citizens’ political input [40]. Therefore, depending on the
institutional setup and culture, different institutions, traditions, and practices will approach the concept
of participation in different ways. Indeed, policy-making is a complex, interactive process, without
a beginning or end [41]. Analysis of any decision-making setting must consider how the system is
structured and organized, but also the way in which the structures in the system work (referring to the
process of bargaining and compromise-seeking) in a nonlinear way.

Analyzing both the structures and functions of planning processes enables us to take a more
systemic view of participation practices, while still accounting for the numerous dynamic interactions
of multiple approaches across scales and policy spheres [42,43]. Furthermore, as Forester [44] argues,
it is important to recognize the cumulative influences of the broad political, social, economic, and
cultural contexts of the system and the way in which institutions/individuals interact, based on their
positions, roles, power, and networks.

Structures are organized or institutionalized in a specific manner and consist of many interrelated
and interdependent—but also autonomous—individuals existing at different levels of society: national,
regional, and local [42]. Structures help to understand where the network stands and what the reality
of actors’ relations and networks are, in terms of their different knowledge use, connectivity, and
capacity [43]. The way actors are connected and interact in a system based on their interdependency
and the asymmetry of their knowledge, connectivity, and capacity represents the system’s overall
functionality. As it was mentioned earlier, different actors (e.g., citizens) may have access to adequate
resources to take an action. However, they may fail to do so, as they are unable to act due to legal or
political constraints, lack adequate motivation (incentives or disincentives), or are opposed to the action,
strategically or philosophically. Therefore, as Dente [45] argues, actors’ practices may be different from
their approaches. In this regard, this paper tries to understand which approaches and practices of
democracy (consistent or inconsistent) are used by different actors and which structures and processes
may inhibit or reinforce them. Figure 1 gives an overview of the way this paper combines various
theoretical concepts, to create a conceptual framework for studying citizen participation. Actors’
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approaches and practices are evaluated based on participatory versus deliberative democracy, input
versus output legitimacy, and/or “by” and “of” people versus “for” people mechanisms. As Figure 1
shows, actors’ practices can be positioned in the scaffold of smart city participation, from citizen power
to non-participation. There may be a mismatch or similarity between their practices and approaches
which is influenced by different structural and functional elements.
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2.4. Citizen Participation in Norway

Through the 1990s, the principles of public participation became fully accepted in Norway. Today,
the Norwegian Planning and Building Act mandates that citizens and other stakeholders have the right
to give statements or voice opposition to the plan. Municipalities are the lowest level of government
in Norway and have the authority for urban planning and development. Therefore, municipalities
have the legal requirement to provide public hearings and ensure the publicity of their planning
proposals through public debates, exhibitions, workshops, and petitions [46]. The planning department
in municipalities is responsible for organizing or supervising the planning process, including the
participation of different stakeholders. The administrative bodies of municipalities prepare plans and
the elected bodies decide upon them; a political planning committee processes the plans, and the
municipal council makes the final decision.

The politically driven neoliberal trend in Norway has also given private entrepreneurs a prominent
and driving role in urban development, especially regarding decisions about building “what and
where” [25,36]. Even though the intention of neoliberalism was to increase efficiency and effectiveness
through public–private partnerships, Fiskaa [46] believes that neoliberalism has strengthened the
position of landowners, business interests, and developers, in many cases at the expense of public
participation. This can create a dependency on markets for the implementation of policy goals.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Approach

This research adopts a constructivist approach and qualitative case-study method. The qualitative
approach is appropriate for researching the problem of citizen participation, which requires learning
and interpreting individuals’ views and assessing a process of decision-making that is influenced by
different social and political settings that change over time [47].
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The justification of our methods is to understand the following:

• The characteristics of citizen participation in Trondheim’s policy-making processes,
• The meanings that the participants themselves attribute to these interactions,
• What is/was happening in relation to citizen participation at the moment,
• What structures and processes have inhibited or reinforced the prevailing approaches and practices,

including the complexity of social and political interactions [48].

We applied a descriptive case-study approach, to illustrate the prevailing approaches and practices
toward citizen participation within its real and complex context. Case-study research allows prior
theories as a sensitizing and guiding device for data collection [49]. In addition, we used the pilot project
approach, which is initiated for dealing with practical problems, where no instruments, experiences, or
know-how preexist, and thus it helps to produce ready-made solutions [50].

+CityxChange Pilot Project in Trondheim

The case followed is the +CityxChange pilot project in Trondheim, which is funded by the EU
Horizon 2020 (H2020) research and innovation program in the topic “Smart Cities and Communities”,
from November 2018 to November 2023. This particular H2020 call funded projects that would enhance
“citizen ownership of the solutions through effective and systematic involvement in participatory . . .
(and) . . . consultation processes for co-design, co-development and co-implementation of visionary
urban planning” [51] (p. 116).

The funding for +CityxChange is 300 million Norwegian Kroner. The consortium for
+CityxChange comprises 32 partners, consisting of the municipalities of the seven cities involved, two
universities, nine large enterprises, two distributed network operators, nine SMEs, and three non-profit
organizations (see [52] for the list of partners). The Norwegian University of Science and Technology
(NTNU) is coordinating the project with the two Lighthouse Cities of Trondheim and Limerick and
five Follower Cities of Alba Iulia, Písek, Sestao, Smolyan, and Võru.

Trondheim, a case of this paper, is the third largest city in Norway, with a population of about
190,500 people. It is known as the technological capital of Norway, hosting the Norwegian University
of Science and Technology (NTNU) and the research foundation SINTEF. One of the main goals of
Trondheim is to develop the city into a smart and sustainable city, where it is easy for the inhabitants to
live environmentally friendly [52]. Trondheim municipality is governed by the city council and the
mayor and is run under the Planning and Building Act, the Pollution Act, and other relevant thematic
laws and regulations.

There are eleven demonstration projects which are developed in the Lighthouse Cities and will be
replicated in the Follower Cities. These demonstration projects will showcase how digital technologies
can be exploited to improve the quality of life, make cities more climate-friendly and productive, and
facilitate business development, as well as citizen participation.

The aim of +CityxChange is to improve the quality of life through the use of digital services,
co-producing more energy than is consumed, and exchanging experiences with other cities across
Europe [53]. Co-creation of positive energy blocks and districts (PEB/PED) will be fulfilled through
citizen participation, integrated planning, common energy markets, regulatory sandboxes, and business
models. The expected outcome is to create recommendations for new policy intervention, market
(de)regulation and business models that deliver positive energy communities, integrating e-Mobility
as a Service (eMaaS). Besides building up knowledge and competence within the municipality
administration, the participation in the project is also seen as a fertilizer to step up urban sustainable
transition. The project strives for bottom-up innovation, in which the interaction between different
stakeholders and citizens develops novel knowledge that can positively affect policy-making, in which
policymakers can be the bridge to practice. According to +CityxChange [4], the citizen-centered has
the following objectives:
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• Enabling citizen participation and ownership for solutions for the transformation toward a positive
energy city;

• Developing a Bold City Vision 2050 and guidelines that create and trigger an integrated approach
to sustainable urban development, citizen/private company/NGO integrated processes, and a way
ahead that ensures inclusion;

• Co-creating distributed positive-energy blocks through citizen participation, creating a
citizen-participation playbook and platform.

Within the project, there is a whole working package specifically focusing on creating a framework
for participatory design and co-creation that will enable citizens to develop the sense of ownership
that is critical for managing the change toward living in a positive-energy city.

Part of the ideological underpinnings of the mission, delivery, and replication of +CityxChange is
to explicitly consider citizen roles rather than simply treat them as consumers or recipients of smart
city initiatives. In this regard, this paper is interested in attending to the journey of policy from the
transnational and relational context of the European funding strategy to the interpretation and eventual
adaptation in the pilot project Trondheim. The consideration of such an ongoing process gives extra
scope to this research, since it imposes new lessons and guidelines for the upcoming actions. In addition,
since the +CityxChange project is in its early stages, the researchers have a chance to positively influence
the process and its outcome, remedying potential or existing deficiencies. Accordingly, the overall goal
is to open up new discussions and relevant questions for both researchers and policymakers, building
on well-known pitfalls that may be common to global smart cities and discourses.

3.2. Research Methods

The research questions are as follows:

1. What are the prevailing approaches, understandings and practices in relation to citizen
participation amongst the key actors involved +CityxChange?

2. Which structures and processes have influenced the prevailing approaches and practices?

In order to approach these questions, participatory action research and semi-structured interviews
are applied, in order to investigate different main actors’ perspectives, interests, and strategies, reflecting
on and learning from a citizen-centric project. Participatory action research perspective can set a
benchmark between the project’s starting point and our findings. Therefore, research diaries and
ethnographic accounts have been used as discussion material, as well as a basis for the interviews.

From the participatory-action research perspective [54,55], one of the authors was involved in
preparing the +CityxChange project proposal and has continuously participated in the project meetings
and workshops. One of the other authors has an official position within the project, working with
Work Package 9—Inter-Project Collaboration and Clustering. Since NTNU has been a part of the
quadruple helix in the pilot, NTNU researchers are part of the transformative research relationship
in Trondheim. The municipality has invited the authors to participate and have debates on citizen
participation. Some of the authors’ parallel projects in smart cities and open innovation, in partnership
with the municipality, have given them an extra chance to have frequent informal conversations and
better acquaint with the main actors’ real approaches and practices in relation to the existing structural
and functional barriers.

Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with different actors of +CityxChange, including
three people from the municipality, two people from NTNU, two people from the private sector,
and three citizens influenced by +CityxChange (see Table 2). With semi-structured interviews, the
researchers had a clear list of issues focusing on approaches and practices to be addressed and
questions to be answered, based on the informants’ role in the project. However, the questions were
gradually revised and redeveloped, based on the informants’ sequential responses. Moreover, by
using a semi-structured interview with a fairly open framework, the researchers aimed for focused,
conversational, and two-way communications, but with an emphasis on the interviewees elaborating
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on points of interest. The purpose was to give informants the freedom to express their views in their
own terms and develop their ideas, thereby contributing more reliable and comparable qualitative data
to the research [56]. Table 2 shows the list of interviewees, including their institution and background.

Table 2. List of interviewees.

Number Institution Background

Interviewee 1 (I1) Trondheim Municipality/Environmental Unit Energy and Climate

Interviewee 2 (I2) Trondheim Municipality/CEO Leadership

Interviewee 3 (I3) Trondheim Municipality/Urban Planning Unit Architecture

Interviewee 4 (I4) NTNU/Project Administration Information Technology (IT)

Interviewee 5 (I5) NTNU/Project Administration Urban Planning

Interviewee 6 (I6) Electricity company (private sector) Energy

Interviewee 7 (I7) Real Estate company (private sector) Economy

Interviewee 8 (I8) Citizen, lives in one of the demonstration areas Female, Middle age

Interviewee 9 (I9) Citizen, lives in one of the demonstration areas Male, Middle age

Interviewee 10 (I10) Citizen, lives in one of the demonstration areas Male, Young adult

Regarding the interview sampling, on the one hand, we were looking for specific informants,
either with a formal power to influence the process and outcome, or with important information and
insight that their positions would give. Thus, our sampling method was “nonprobability purposive
expert sampling” in which we purposefully or intentionally selected individuals instead of conducting
random sampling [57]. On the other hand, we were seeking inputs from the citizens, to explore how
they perceive and evaluate participatory practices. Therefore, we needed to randomly select some
citizens who live in the demonstration area. In order to support our arguments, we use some of
the quotations from our interviewees. Quotations are marked by the abbreviation (In) and I1–I7 are
referred to the key local actors of +CityxChange who have the authority and responsibility for citizen
participation. Since the interviewees wanted their anonymity protected, their quotations just include
their number, which is mentioned in Table 2. In some situations, we had to alter the interviewees’
original word due to grammatical errors or to add some word(s) to better explain the quotation,
regarding the context of the interview. In these situations, we used brackets to show our own wordings.

Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded manually, according to key themes of the
conceptual framework, and transferred into the Excel file.

As it is already mentioned in Section 2, people’s different perceptions and interpretations of
an issue can challenge a coordinated action. Therefore, in order to better understand how citizen
participation was framed within the +CityxChange project, the starting point was to understand how
main actors interpret the project’s goals and mission, and then how they make sense of citizens and
their role within the project.

Some of the main questions that were asked from the main actors were as follows:

• How do you define the smart city?
• What are the main objectives of +CityxChange?
• What does citizen participation mean in your opinion? What can we do to improve it?

Some of the main questions that were asked from the citizens were as follows:

• Have you heard about the smart city? Do you know that Trondheim wants to become smart?
• How do you evaluate the citizen participation in Trondheim?
• What is or should be the role of citizens?
• How can citizens better participate in the urban development process? Are the prevailing practices

of authorities satisfactory?
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Some codes were based on the researchers’ own naming convention, such as smart
city, +CityxChange, citizens’ engagement and participation, municipality’s strategic planning,
decision-making, decision-power, role, interest, and culture. The chosen technique of analysis for this
study was pattern matching, in which the findings are compared with our theoretical framework (see
Table 1). Therefore, we recoded based on the standardized labels taken from the theoretical framework,
such as “democracy”, “information”, “manipulation”, “participation ladder”, “input legitimacy”, and
“output legitimacy”. These codes were juxtaposed and put into different arrays of citizen participation,
from citizen power to non-participation (see Figure 1), and matrices of two categories: approaches and
practices. Then, based on the relation between these variables and the frequency of different words,
a relational flowchart or matrix was drawn by the researchers. The results are partly shown in the
first table and the last figure in Section 4. Findings and Discussion. (see Table 3 and Figure 4). The
researcher team then met to discuss and analyze the data as a group, discussing the link between the
different researchers’ own observations during their participation in the pilot project’s meetings and
workshops. This analysis was formative for the arguments in the discussion.

Table 3. Main actors of +CityxChange approaches toward citizen participation.

Trondheim Municipality

I1 quotation:
“Reducing the gap between citizens and the decision-maker authorities.

Developing an overarching framework for citizen participation, based on
experiences gained within +CityxChange”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Delegate power
and employ their

experiences

Develop a
citizen-centric

framework

Delegated power and
partnership. Citizens
are decision-makers,

ownership, commons,
collective

I2 quotation:
“+CityxChange will find out what citizens’ interest and needs are. If the decision
related to citizens’ needs, citizens will be the jury and have power to decide the

outcomes. To satisfy the end-user demand and develop good physical environments”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Empower citizens
and employ their

interests

Develop a
good city

Delegated power and
placation. Citizens are

proposer and
decision-maker but also
recipient and consumer.

Rights. Hybrid
modality (bottom-up

and top-down)
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Table 3. Cont.

Trondheim Municipality

I3 quotation:
“Citizens would be engaged as one of the important stakeholders, solution providers
and co-creators of the outcomes related to their needs. To provide real opportunities

for citizens to effectively influence the planning processes”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Empower citizens
Provide real
participation
opportunities

Partnership, placation
and consultation.

Citizens are co-creators
and proposers,

NTNU

14 quotation:
“Engage stakeholders and citizens into the project to provide them a platform, in

which they can help each other to upgrading their old buildings since they do not have
enough money to build new positive energy building alone”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Inform and educate
people. Get

feedback

Co-creation.
Create PED

Consultation and
information.

They are recipient,
tester, and proposer.
Civic paternalism,

stewardship,
bound-to-succeed

I5 quotation:

“Engaging people to be informed about the +CityxChange project and to co-create
things with them so they could come up with better and interesting additional

solutions. Engaging citizens in developing solution for creating PEDs and make the
solutions visible for them”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Inform people and
employ their
insight and

feedback

Create PED.
Transparency

and clarity

Consultation and
information.

They are recipient,
tester and proposer.
Civic paternalism,

stewardship,
bound-to-succeed



Infrastructures 2020, 5, 36 13 of 28

Table 3. Cont.

Trondheim Municipality

Private Sector

I6 quotation: “To provide good mobility solutions with regard to user demand”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Employ people’s
interests and

demands

Provide good
solution

Consultation and
information/

non-participation.
They are recipient,
tester and proposer.

Paternalism,
stewardship,

bound-to-succeed

I7 quotation: “To change end-user’s behavior to reduce peak load on the grid; knowledge about
end-user’s electricity behavior, adaptation of pricing system”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Educate people
Reduce energy and

provide good
solution

Non-participation and
consumerism. Citizens

are consumers and
users. Paternalism,

stewardship,
bound-to-succeed

Citizens

I8 quotation:

“Citizens are the end user of the city. Municipality needs to facilitate their needs.
Citizens are Municipality’s partner who has an important role to give input or

suggestions from their knowledge to the Municipality. It is better to include the
citizens in the early stage of the planning. Because every citizen has different

knowledge of their living area”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Include citizens in
decision-making Better result

Delegate power and
partnership.

Ideas/vision/inclusive
modality

I9 quotations:
“It’s better that the municipality partners with citizens. Municipality should actively
inform citizens about the projects before making any decision”. “Citizens advisory

board (like reference group) is one of the good ways to reach citizens”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Involve, consult,
inform, and

empower citizens

Citizens
advisory

board

Better
decision-making

Partnership and
placation. Ownership.

Inclusive modality
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Table 3. Cont.

Trondheim Municipality

I10 quotation:
“We don’t have role as decision maker, it is still municipality and the political party

who have rights to make decisions. However, politicians are quite weak when it comes
to developers’ interest”.

Interpretation of
key theme

Participatory democracy Deliberative
democracy
(for people)

Codes that represent
scaffolds of smart city
participation (Table 1)By people (voice) Of people

(vote)

Delegate power Empower
politicians

Delegate power.
Autonomy and

collective modality

3.3. Limitations of the Study

The main limitation of this study refers to the nature of qualitative research as labor-intensive and
time-demanding processes. Since this type of research is based more on opinion, personal experience,
knowledge, and judgment, rather than results, it is difficult to verify the findings. In addition, all
qualitative studies are unique, making it difficult to replicate them [58].

The key local actors in this study are/were very busy people, and it was difficult to get through
to all of them. This had reduced the speed at which the interviews were conducted. In addition,
different factors, such as job or project context and the broader organizational culture, might influence
their responses. In addition, their immediate interest, such as external rewards/punishments or the
culture, values, and principles of the society or organization that they belong to might also affect their
responses [59]. Even if they might be aware of these influences, they might not be willing to admit
it. Therefore, they might unconsciously modify their responses or hesitate to bring up the negative
aspects of democracy or citizen participation. Thus, it is important to acknowledge that the researchers
were getting the information only as they were willing to pass it on in the interview situations.

Interviewing citizens was challenging, due to their lack of motivation and interest. Building trust
and attracting their attention demanded more time and resources. Moreover, we needed to delve
into personal interaction for data collection, which often caused our discussion to deviate from the
main question.

Interviewees’ language style and vocabulary size might be different from the researchers’, and this
might raise considerable misunderstanding on the part of the interviewers and interviewees. Therefore,
instead of looking for whether the informant was telling the truth, the researchers’ focus was on what
the informants’ statements reveal about their feelings and perceptions, and what inferences could be
made from them about the actual events they had experienced.

4. Findings and Discussion

4.1. Prevailing Approaches, Understandings, and Practices in Relation to Citizen Participation amongst the Key
Actors Involved in +CityxChange

When we asked the perspectives of our interviewees, it was revealed that most of the partners
at NTNU and Municipality have a complementary approach toward citizen participation, implying
that they aim not only at giving actual decision-making power to citizens (by people) but also at
effectiveness of the policy outcomes (for the people). Employees from both NTNU and Trondheim
Municipality involved in the project see “data/technology as a tool for co-creation, realizing a better
interface between citizens and policy-making” (I1). They consensually believe that “digital tools, open
data and smart solutions can help to reach democracy by spreading information, and reach broader
group of people, with an expectation that people react faster” (I2). In addition, “smart city will use
digital technologies to enhance performance and wellbeing of the city, reducing cost and resource
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consumption (for the people: output-oriented), and to engage more effectively and actively with its
citizens (by the people: input-oriented)” (I4).

When we asked about the informant’s opinion, none of them referred to the representative
democracy through “vote” (of people). Indeed, all strongly believed that citizens should have an active
role from the early stages of the planning. Such a non-electoral citizen-participation approach, as
Joss, et al. [10] describe, is aligned with the pragmatism, collaborative, and Habermasian approaches,
in which citizens should have an opportunity to directly explore and understand problems, interact
with decision-makers, and contribute to the decision process.

On the other hand, citizens interestingly were very mindful about the role and power of their
representatives (politicians as well as community leader), the indirect participation or “of” people
mechanism, throughout their interviews. The following are two examples:

“This system (i.e., indirect participation) is actually good if it runs the way it should be! Because
politicians are the people’s representative. However, we need to see whose interests are heard. It is
always the majority that is heard, though the minority voice may be the right one. The point is that
people’s voice may be considered, but the dangerous thing is that the majority’s voice is not always
right” (I9).

“People’s voice is better considered through the administrative leader of the project that through
the politicians since the project leader has more knowledge about the project. Politicians sometimes do
not have practical knowledge. However, if we talk about affecting the decision, it is better to go to the
politicians since they hold the highest legitimate power in deciding the outcome of the project” (I10).

Furthermore, the private sector’s perspective was more output- and efficiency-oriented, aiming at
using technology to change behaviors or attitudes of citizens/users for better unitization of services.

In Table 3, we provide a brief overview of our interpretations of the interviewees’ approaches, in
respect to the conceptual framework developed in Section 2.

Even though the main actors (interviewees 1 to 7) mentioned that they aimed for increasing
citizens’ influence in the decision-making, throughout our conversations and in different settings,
it is not easy to position their answers only in one level of Cardullo and Kitchin’s model [9]. They
often pointed to a multiplicity of citizens’ roles at one time. In addition, we realized that there was
little discussion on how citizens might be empowered or could actively bring up their own concerns,
transfer their ambitions, and exercise their power within and beyond the project. On the other hand,
the key actors usually assign the responsibility to authorities to set goals and decide on behalf of
citizens, e.g., how they should live (in a sustainable way), as the statement below shows.

“The aim of (the) project is to incentivize citizens to change behavior into a more sustainable
manner” (I6).

In addition, they markedly use passive language to refer to citizens (e.g., “to make citizens behave”
(I4), or “citizens will have an ability to participate” (I2), or “it should be easy for citizens to live in an
environment friendly way”(I1), or “citizens will help to find solutions to reach SDG” (I3)). They have
idealistically or hypothetically described how citizens “should” experience the process and decided
what is good for them.

They mostly envision citizens as “learners”, with the aim of educating them so that they adopt a
certain behavior in line with sustainable development. Therefore, the prevailing practices are more
instrumental rather than normative or political. In other words, citizens are encouraged to help in
providing solutions or to give feedback, or to perform certain roles and responsibilities—but not to be
empowered to challenge or replace the fundamental political rationalities or to voluntarily shape an
issue or plan. Additionally, citizens have to perform within the bounds of expected and acceptable
behavior, and it is not certain whether they can transgress or resist any of the project’s social and
political norms [9]. For instance, consider the statement below:

“A project tries to make citizens be a part of community grid or community energy exchange to
trade and share energy . . . Citizens will have an ability to participate in the development of +CXC’s
solutions and to find a way in making the solutions visible” (I5).
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Citizens have a choice to embrace a “smart lifestyle” by becoming a resident in a smart building or
district, enhancing the standard of their living through improved services and technologies. However,
this is predetermined by the planners or authorities, and citizens’ opportunities to radically reconfigure
their choice are diminished. Therefore, the intention of involving citizens cannot be more than asking
their feedback or manipulating/fostering their willingness to comply in order to inhibit problems of
implementation. In addition, the citizens’ right or opportunity to participate in community energy
exchange mainly depends on the resources they can contribute to the process. They are steered,
controlled, and nudged to act in certain ways, being treated as consumers, testers, or sources of data.
This is aligned with the argument of Cardullo and Kitchin [9], who believe that main actors’ have
instrumental and paternalistic practices and use citizens as beta-testers of solutions, products, or
policies. This is also in line with the description of how citizenship changes in smart cities, due to
the commercial interest of key actors being more powerful than the public interest [6]. As one of the
interviewees mentioned, +CityxChange is an “innovation project, a site of experimentation and target
market that focus(es) on having things deployed through speculative strategies of profit-making and
testing people’s reaction to the idea” (I4).

It is already confessed that accomplishment of the project is seen to be at the expense of use
values, social needs, and public goods. Therefore, the final goal is more important than the means, and
measures of citizen participation should ensure the EU’s energy markets and environmental objectives
rather than the democratic legitimacy. Thus, participation is most commonly employed as valuable to
the extent that it contributes to the project’s overarching goals, implying the output legitimacy.

Even though many participatory workshops were held to give citizens an opportunity to formulate
their own topic, they were owned, run, and framed by either Trondheim Municipality or NTNU, who
selected and invited specific groups of citizens. According to our interviewees, despite the highly
ambitious perspectives on citizen participation, neither NTNU nor Trondheim Municipality know to
what extent the citizens can have/gain control and power to impact on the outcome of +CityxChange.
Correspondingly, the form and level of participation, intentionally or unintentionally, were (and still is)
circumscribed and hamstrung by these actors. In the current situation, it is impossible to expect the
level of participation to crossover to “tokenism” and go higher than “informing” or “consultation”. The
bottom-up approaches attempted by key local actors in the public sector contrasts with the top-down
narrative shaped by the EU policy objective.

According to the self-evaluation of the main actors, the prevailing practices are not productive
and satisfactory:

“The citizen engagement activities that have been done are not good enough” (I2).
“The current situations are far away from what the citizens can do until decisions are made” (I3).
While citizens could not evaluate +CityxChange as none of the interviewed citizens have heard

about the project, still their general feedback would be beneficial to the project. Indeed, the lack of their
information/knowledge about +CityxChange itself is something to consider. The statements below
represent citizens’ general opinions about their roles and power in urban-planning processes.

“We (citizens) do not know our role in the urban planning process. We do not know how we can
deliver our opinions, complaints and inputs, for example regarding urban planning development. We
are not sure whether we have the right to give our opinion or not” (I8).

“We (citizens) don’t have a role as decision maker, it is still (the) municipality and the political
party who have rights to make decisions” (I9).

“(Decision-making) is a game between bureaucrats, developers, and politicians. How the citizens
affect that game is not easy” (I10).

The findings show a potential misfit between the H2020 framework and the municipality’s interest
to implement a better citizen framework beyond the pilot project. In the next section, we describe and
analyze how European and local institutional structures and their functionality have inhibited their
practices to match their approaches.
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4.2. Which Structures and Processes Influence the Prevailing Approaches and Practices?

Institutional setup of +CityxChange outside the formal administrative planning structure.
The Norwegian municipal plan includes both a social element (samfunnsdel) and a land-use element

(arealdel), which must be carried out legally and in accordance with the Norwegian Planning and
Building Act. The former includes strategic priorities for the development of society as a whole, public
services, and a spatial development policy, in which smart city is situated. The spatial-development
policy includes maps and provisions that are legally binding for detailed plans and building permits.
Public participation is protected by law in the planning and building act §5.1, by which the planning
department in each municipality must make the plans available for public scrutiny, through public
hearing procedures, and then report to the municipality manager that the public participation mandate
has been fulfilled. Therefore, citizens have an opportunity to study the proposal and suggest
amendments or protest against the plan.

On the other hand, municipalities can also make strategic plans for specific spatial parts of
the municipality or specific topics which can be developed outside the planning system (Act), but
these require political support. In Trondheim, the smart city is not a strategic plan, but it is only
a complementary and supportive approach adopted to help Trondheim reach its knowledge-based
sustainable-development goal. According to the interviewee’s statement below, the application of
+CityxChange was rejected two times before the European Commission finally approved it. According
to our informants, this implication of placing it outside the bureaucratic administrative structure was
not deliberate; indeed, it was a creative opportunity to anchor the project in an overarching and more
powerful location in the municipal organization. In order to anchor the project, the political support
of the municipal chief executive officer (CEO) was needed at the highest level and was already in
place. As Giffinger, Fertner, Kramar, and Meijers [5] (p. 4) also state, a city’s institutional capacity
presumably increases with “the position within the national or international/global urban system and
the ability to lobby its needs and interests and to compete for public funding within the hierarchic
institutional system”. If the +CityxChange project was developed normally and formally, it would
have stood under the City Development Department (see Figure 2), acting as a separate unit that
should have followed the planning and building act §5.1. The first two applications were anchored
within the urban-planning department, but the last one was moved up to the CEO level. In this regard,
+CityxChange acts more independently from administrative structures and routines but is under the
direct control and rule of the municipal chief executive officer.

“The proposal of +CityxChange was sent two times to the EU before it finally became approved.
In the two first proposals, +CityxChange stood under environmental unit, having a lower position in
the organization than it has today. In the last proposal, they raised the project position to stand under
the CEO because it would be easier to mobilize all the required resources (by diminishing unnecessary
hierarchies). Therefore, even if today partners of the +CityxChange are sitting together, as one working
group under the city development office, they report their actions directly to the CEO” (I1).

Figure 2 shows the position of +CityxChange within the formal municipal structure.
According to the interviewee’s statement below, the project was approved after the applicants

realized the importance of outsourcing and procurement of smart solutions as EU claims for cities’
competitiveness. Therefore, the application was rewritten in a way to finally satisfy the EU’s
predefined objectives.

“Trondheim Municipality thought the reason that the two previous proposals were rejected was
due to the lack of holistic approach. The climate plan, which was the focus in the two first applications,
was not enough for the city (to win the competition). Therefore, in the third application, the effort was
to see the smart city in a much bigger picture than climate plan” (I1).
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Therefore, the best possible way to get the fund was to anchor the project outside the formal
structure, detaching it from the normal bureaucratic processes that would impose a political
accountability to many stakeholders outside the project, including citizens. Correspondingly, the
current position of the project could short-circuit the planning process by “leapfrogging formal planning
stages or by sidestepping civil society involvement” [24] (p. 742).

Subsequently, citizens’ formal participation rights in this project are limited to the phases after
the approval of the proposal, only to designing and innovating solutions. This may partly explain
citizen apathy and reluctance to participate in the later phases. When citizens’ knowledge and input
have not been included in the proposal, the question is how the proposal’s quality can be ensured
for designing an effective citizen participatory framework. The fact that the project is not anchored
directly within the municipal administrative structure of urban development presents a challenge to the
democratic legitimacy and effectiveness in the project. The dependency on competitive funding of EU
has influenced the goal-setting of the project, in which the “by the people” element of participation, as a
strong component behind the concept of the proposal, is missed. It is not surprising that implementing
participatory democracy is challenging, when the proposal is drafted and agreed upon by some specific
actors who would decide upon the influence and role of citizens beforehand. From the kick-off of
the project, efforts have been made to conform citizens to this idea, without considering whether the
project’s proposed energy model or prosumerism is in line with citizens’ own preferences and choices.

Figure 3 illustrates the lack of citizens’ involvement and consideration of their needs and demands
in the proposal phase.
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As Figure 3 shows, some specific actors within the public and private sectors in Norway have
formed a collaboration with other international actors, to co-write an EU proposal. The +CityxChange
project group has some (semi-)informal collaborations with other NTNU and Trondheim Municipality
partners which are not officially part of the project. These two groups (within and outside the project)
constitute a joint network in relation to citizens. Therefore, the formulation of the +CityxChange
proposal in Trondheim was based on the closed negotiations of NTNU, Trondheim Municipality, and
private actors on framing the problem, the content of the project, site-selection, and cost-sharing in
development stages. The democratic problem arising from this situation is that these negotiations
and agreements were closed to both citizens and their political representatives. Neither citizens nor
politicians had any formal role or influence in the initiation or formulation phases of the project. This
democratic problem is strengthened by the EU’s approval of the project, which is binding on the
politicians, even if they have not been formally involved. Thus, politicians are already squeezed between
the conditions made by the initiators of these projects and the impact of the project that is in benefit
of citizens, such as sustainability, creating positive energy districts, housing, and infrastructure [25].
In addition, a lack of transparency in the informal stage of negotiation between specific actors has
also blurred the accountability of political institutions. In this regard, it is difficult for citizens to get a
picture of whom to hold accountable for the results of initial agreements and negotiations, which may
have major impacts on the final planning decisions.

After the project was kicked off, the local partners used different forum (such as internal and
external conferences and workshops, expo, exhibitions, and joint-project events) and resources
(including the project budget), formally and informally, to introduce, discuss, and communicate the
project’s objectives with other local stakeholders, and to fulfil the predetermined milestones and
deliverables of the contract.

“+CityxChange aims at linking the changes that was mandated by EU, such as transition of the
energy system toward renewable energy or changing human behavior in a sustainable way, with the
existing city strategies. We want to understand how the city is able to adapt to these new circumstances
and make the best use of those” (I5).

According to the proposal of the project, through co-creative and innovative governance, a bold
city vision should be developed that puts the public interest in front and center. On the one hand, there
is no space for citizens to reframe the initiative around their concerns and desires in practice. On the
other hand, the current collaboration between different actors, within and beyond the project, becomes
a governance and project-management challenge that can result in the instrumental and paternalistic
strategies. In the present situation, the output-oriented approach of the call and the project framework,
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focusing on effective problem-solving rather than strong democracy (input-oriented legitimacy), has
resulted in conflicting understandings and strategies amongst partners that hinder effective citizen
participation. As both an input and output legitimacy are necessary for democratic legitimization [23],
it is unclear how local stakeholders can act to demonstrate their approach toward input-oriented
legitimacy, i.e., enabling citizens’ preferences to influence final solutions, and simultaneously react to
the EU’s output-oriented approach is a crossroad to handle. As we discussed in Section 2, the input
legitimacy that should be insured by the political representative is challenged due to the institutional
and constructive limitations of EU projects. Such limitations imply not only a lack of majoritarian
institutional inputs (direct elections for a government) but also of a collective identity or European
demos [60].

While none of the main actors of the project, including the municipality, raised the “of people”
mechanisms, all three of the interviewed citizens explicitly referred to it:

“Usually people use a volunteer organization, called ‘Velforening’ in a private housing area,
or board, called ‘styre’ within a corporate housing area (borettslag), to deliver their opinion to the
municipality. Velforening or board does not have any legal authority but if many people join it and
become active, it will have a power” (I8).

“The point is that it is better to deliver our opinion as a community group, since the opinion from
a single person sometimes is not heard” (I9).

“People can use two channels to deliver their opinion: 1. through the politicians and 2. through
the municipality’s administrative. The former can be more effective because politicians’ position
depends on people’s election” (I10).

In order to ensure democratic legitimacy, the reasons for making a decision must be justified to
those that are affected by them [61]. However, due to the lack of appropriate (formal) framework,
there is no arena, e.g., public meetings or media, in which +CityxChange objectives can be presented
and discussed with citizens. According to our interviews with both the key actors and citizens, the
newspaper is the main channel to hear and be heard. However, the newspaper cannot replace the
information needed to ensure equal opportunities for citizens to provide input in an informed manner.
For instance, it does not provide an accessible archive in which people can easily find the desired
information. At the same time, the web-based channels, such as the official website of +CityxChange,
are not well-known to citizens and are not adapted so that citizens can understand what the project
means to their neighborhoods or lifestyle.

The novelty of smart city initiatives and European lighthouse city projects in general, as well as
the lack of a united method, framework, information, and deliberative arena for it, has increased the
underlying ambiguities, inconsistent interpretations, and misunderstandings amongst project partners
that reflect upon their practices and approach.

Moreover, the institutional setup of +CityxChange outside the formal administrative urban
planning structure is accompanied by a series of other challenges, which are categorized under
three headings:

I. Crossover roles and challenges of representing several interests at the same time

Within the current governance network (Figure 3), each stakeholder can have simultaneously
diverse roles due to their individual collaborations in various projects, representing different institutions,
and thus carrying several identities or social roles in different sectors (state, market, community, and
third sector) simultaneously. For example, a policymaker (state) is also a neighbor (community),
consumer (market), and possibly a volunteer in his free time (third sector) [62]. In addition to the
sector’s role, people have an organizational role (e.g., leader, accountant, planner, researcher, etc.) and
individual role (e.g., mother, vegetarian, etc.) that can also shift over time. On the other hand, each
stakeholder can have simultaneously diverse organizational roles, representing different institutions’
logics and values. For instance, while the project developer of the +CityxChange is only affiliated with
one specific institution, he/she has to represent the EU’s and other partner institutions’ interests at the
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same time. In addition, while some partners have strategic roles in the project and are accountable
for participation, they are partially employed by both a university and municipality, representing
two diverse collective interests and strategies. Many partners that are involved in the project but
work at Trondheim Municipality or NTNU are affiliated with different departments, which in turn
have different values, perspectives, interests, and/or agendas, and it is not easy to understand their
approaches and align with their practices. Therefore, crossover roles, resulting from institutional
structure of the project, have influenced the partners’ approaches. Accordingly, the participatory
practices depend on practitioners’ different sector and institutional logics and their different roles.

Even though interviewees’ responses many times indicate that their actions would or should
target citizens (see Table 3), when we directly asked them who the main target groups are, none of
the project partners mentioned citizens. We can explain such contradictions in two ways: (1) as the
methodological challenge and (2) as the complexity of understanding citizens as one group. Regarding
the former, the informants may unconsciously modify their responses. It is natural that they try to
answer in a selective way that fits them more comfortably into the positive point of view toward citizen
participation. The informants may feel that the affairs of their organization, the project, or their own
personal life (because they are citizens themselves) should be put forward in light of the participatory
approach. Subsequently, they may hesitate to bring up their real perspectives [63]. The latter point
refers to the certain conceptual vagueness of the “citizen” concept, which usually refers to a generalized
category of people. However, in practice, citizens can refer to a diverse and pluralistic group of people
with different and usually contrasting interests. Our interviews with citizens show such complexity:

“The people who are going to live in the project’s demonstration areas are not usually those that
are invited to the meetings, because they have not decided to live there yet. So, the opinion is not
based on the needs of people who are going to live there but the people who are disturbed by the
development of the area” (I9).

The statement above can imply the next challenge.

II. Contrasting time horizons

Our findings also showed that in addition to different perspectives, actors have different time
horizons. While urban development and people outside of +CityxChange (Figure 3) have a long-term
horizon to pragmatically balance multiple needs, the EU program and +CityxChange network have
a short-term horizon, endeavoring for fast and effective solutions and processes. While different
planners and researchers in the municipality and university collaborate to develop a new participatory
framework for citizens, those that are affiliated within the project have a five-year deadline. However,
people outside the project have an extended and highly unpredictable time horizon. Another example is
the increasing concern for improving the physical environment that requires more long-term planning
and consideration, whereas a recent statutory rule of time limits for handling +CityxChange demands
shorter temporal horizons and tighter temporal controls. The prevailing mismatch between their time
orientations and horizons has challenged the efficiency of their approaches and practices. Indeed, such
a challenge might be regarded as a favoring of developers’ interests. Therefore, institution of actors
and resources to leverage toward specific aims, which is often static, needs continuous adjustment and
improvement, due to the different timeframes of goals and the corresponding complexities [6,64].

III. Lack of appropriate methodological and ideological framework for citizen participation

Even though the project partners may have complementary approaches toward participatory and
deliberative democracy, there is no clarity on shared understanding and consensus on approaches and
practices regarding the “for” people, “of” people, and “by” people aspects. There is no structured
framework or roadmap to guide them and make them responsible and accountable for their actions.
Furthermore, there is no consensus on the citizen-participation approach to clarify why participation
is needed (which type of legitimacy), who the target groups are, and how and to what extent their
engagement should be facilitated. Different actors have tried different participatory techniques and
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strategies. However, these practices are usually done independently, and no appropriate interconnection
between them exists. Accordingly, one of the parallel goals of the municipality is to use +CityxChange
or smart strategies (open data) to merge all the single activities together.

We argue that the lack of an ideological framework or lens for dealing with participatory practices
can obscure the main actors’ awareness of their own approach toward citizenship and hinder their
ability to evaluate or reflect on their own values. This can partly relate to the fact that practitioners
do not rely on or benefit from a theoretical framework. For example, the scaffold of participation
presented in this paper is a helpful point of departure for researchers but is usually of no practical use
to practitioners and authorities. Accordingly, we believe that the current project is only able to reach
output legitimacy (if it will be successful) by acting on behalf of, and bringing benefits to, citizens.

To conclude, the institutional structure of +CityxChange outside the formal administrative
planning framework and the corresponding three functional barriers have resulted in a mismatch
between the prevailing participatory approaches and practices that Figure 4 shows.
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5. Suggestions

We have argued that the intention and success of participation is very much dependent on “the
eye of the beholder” [18] (p. 252). Main actors’ approaches toward the role of citizens can affect and
transform the citizens’ view and willingness to participate, especially when they realize that their
contribution is necessary to transform a survival city to a livable and attractive city. Therefore, we
believe that city authorities should clarify and be aware of all the existing democratic visions and
strategies that exist within and beyond the pilot project. While the main actors’ efforts in +CityxChange
go toward developing a framework and guideline for participation, we argue and suggest the necessity
of deliberation on the following:

• The nature of citizen participation in relation to democratic legitimacy and accountability, including
clarifying why participation is needed (which type of legitimacy);

• The appropriate target groups;
• How and to what extent citizen engagement should be facilitated, and by whom;
• The appropriate time horizon;
• The roles that citizens and authorities should play in different planning stages, to provide a

dynamic intermingling of ideas and sharing of understanding between authorities and citizens.

For example, a process where the goal is to increase the use of public transportation for diverse
groups of society is different from a situation where one needs input on energy-consumption patterns.
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In the former, the “citizen control” or “delegated power” categories of Arnstein are more feasible, while
in the latter, “informing” and “consultation” may be more reasonable. On the other hand, the form of
citizen participation in different projects, as well as different phases of planning and decision-making,
can and should vary. While it is important that people can be directly involved in the initiation phases,
being empowered to invent or claim the deliberative processes with other stakeholders, they should
be able to trust their representatives and assign the necessary responsibility and tasks to them in the
implementation phases, consenting to the information and consultation. In addition, a project that
aims at developing an innovative technical solution (output-oriented) (e.g., in which citizens are the
end-users of services, the public authorities are facilitators and enablers, and private sectors are the
initiators) requires a different type of citizen participation than a project that aims at solving an issue
raised up by people (e.g., in which the public authorities are only collectors and interpreters of citizens’
experiences that are responsible to transform their demands into professional practices).

In our opinion, if citizens can have a dynamic and open platform, in which they can permanently
and continuously have a chance to express their concerns and ambitions directly or through their
community representatives, we will have both democratic and effective processes. Our argument
is that there should be a platform that can provide a dynamic intermingling of ideas and sharing
of understanding between authorities and citizens. It is ineffective to go to the midst of lay people,
seeking ideas and information, but they have transparent and constant opportunities to decide upon
their direct or indirect participation. As our interviewees suggested, their indirect participation should
be through an empowered community representative (e.g., a neighborhood organization (velforening))
who will have shared values, interests, and needs with the community, as these are different from
political representatives, who only have shared political ideologies [28]. In this regard, there is no
need for their direct participation all the time and in all phases of planning, which can also ensure
efficiency, particularly in time-intensive projects. However, this requires the empowerment and formal
institutionalization of their community representatives in the urban-planning structure. The enactment
of community representatives at the local level can thus create urgency for the introduction of indirect
“of people” participation that is in alignment with the “by people” and “for people” mechanisms.
Based on this argument, and while citizens are informed and agree on goals, strategies, and their own
and authorities’ roles and processes, we will not have classification of non-participation to citizen
power (see Arnstein’s ladder of participation). If people consent that they would like to act as a
proposer or recipient, then there will be no tokenism. In this regard, our suggestion is that, instead of
developing a general framework, the focus should be on empowering and positioning the community
representative within the formal planning and deliberative governance system. In Table 4, we recall
our research questions, summarize our findings, and suggest some of the possible solutions.

Table 4. Summary of findings and corresponding suggestions.

Research Questions Answers

What are the prevailing
approaches, understandings,
and practices in relation to

citizen participation amongst
the key actors involved in

+CityxChange?

Approaches Practices

- Most of the partners at the university
and municipality have a complementary

approach, aiming not only at giving
actual decision-making power to
citizens (“by” people), but also at

effectiveness of the policy outcomes
(“for” the people).

- The private sector has been more
output-efficiency oriented, aiming at

using technology to change behaviors or
attitudes of citizens/users, for better
unitization of services (“for” people).

- The citizens are more mindful about
the role and power of their

representatives (“of” people).

The prevailing practices are more
instrumental and paternalistic rather

than normative or political.
Additionally, citizens have to perform

within the bounds of expected and
acceptable behavior, and they cannot

transgress or resist any of the project’s
social and political norms. Citizens are
steered, controlled, and nudged to act in

certain ways, being treated as
consumers, testers, or sources of data.
Therefore, the actors’ practices do not
match their approaches and do not go

higher than “information” or
“consultation” of “tokenism”.
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Table 4. Cont.

Which structures and processes
have influenced the prevailing

approaches and practices?

The institutional structure of +CityxChange outside the formal administrative
planning, which has resulted in following functional barriers:

I. Crossover roles and challenges of representing several interests at the same time;
II. Contrasting time horizons;

III. Lack of appropriate methodological and ideological framework.

Recommendation

- Actors need to understand and agree on the nature of the participatory or
deliberative democracy, clarifying why participation is needed (which type of

legitimacy), who the target groups are, how and to what extent citizen engagement
should be facilitated, in which time horizon, and how their own roles fit.

- Existence of a dynamic and open platform for intermingling of ideas and sharing
of understanding between authorities and citizens.

- Benefiting indirect participation through empowerment and formal
institutionalization of citizens’ community representatives in urban planning and

deliberative governance system.

6. Conclusions

Through the lens of input legitimacy, participatory democracy, and direct (“by” or “of” people)
participation versus output legitimacy, deliberative democracy, and indirect (“for” people) participation,
this paper has attempted to explore the prevailing approaches and practices in the smart city project
+CityxChange. The scaffold of smart citizen participation, a developed framework of Arnstein’s ladder
of participation, was used for assessing the key local partners’ approaches and practices. Our research
has shown that there is a mismatch between the key actors’ participatory approaches and practices.

The university and municipality have aimed to exploit the project for co-creating an overarching
framework, which can increase the power and influence of citizens. Despite the complementary
approaches of the university and municipality toward ensuring democratic legitimacy, their prevailing
practices are more instrumental rather than normative or political. The paper investigated the structures
and functions that inhibit the democratic legitimacy of citizen participation in +CityxChange. The
institutional structure of EU projects, such as +CityxChange, confined the practices of these local
authorities to “tokenism” and directed perceptions of the citizen as a customer. The legal and financial
anchorage of +CityxChange, outside the formal administrative planning structure, is seen in line of the
neoliberalism in Norway and Europe, in general. The neoliberal ideology and the subsequent smart
city projects have caused technical, political, and economic goals to surpass social and environmental
goals. Thus, it is difficult to estimate to what extent existing smart city processes or projects can
keep up with a city’s original expectations and ideals, such as enhanced citizen participation [65].
The dependency on competitive funding of the EU has influenced the goal-setting of the project, in
which neither citizens nor their representatives engaged. Indeed, the proposal was drafted and agreed
among by some specific actors who decided upon the citizens’ influence and actions, and participatory
processes beforehand. Thus, +CityxChange is designed in a way that citizens are encouraged to help in
providing solutions, to give feedback, or to perform certain roles. Citizens do not have an opportunity
to challenge or replace the fundamental political rationalities or voluntarily shape their own plan.
This triggers a question as to where citizens’ input will be formalized or held accountable. It implies
an orientation toward “output legitimacy” and the top-down functionality of EU projects, in which
only a selected group of people (can) co-write the application in response to the EU’s predetermined
objectives. Therefore, the citizen-centric approach of +CityxChange, in practice, leaves no room for
citizens’ influence. An emphasis on creating innovative solutions in partnership with the private
sector and a focus on efficiency has disturbed the long-term horizon of urban planning and democratic
legitimacy, which are both resource and time demanding. Within such an output-oriented approach,
citizen participation has only become a process of formal compliance with the expectations of the
external environment (e.g., EU). This has unintentionally caused a disconnection between the external
image and the actual public participation in +CityxChange [40]. Correspondingly, citizens still are
not delegated to challenge or replace the fundamental political rationalities shaping an issue or
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plan [9]. Therefore, the institutional structure of the project has inhibited democratic legitimacy and
intensified the preexisting complexity of urban planning, rather than facilitating them. In addition, it
has resulted in some other functional barriers, which we divide into three categories: (I) crossover
roles and challenges of representing several interests at the same time; (II) contrasting time horizons
and orientations; and (III) the lack of an appropriate ideological and methodological framework.

To conclude, our paper emphasizes that there is no specific structural or functional factor
that inhibits citizen participation. On the contrary, the combination and interaction of different
interdependent factors have led to such an outcome. We believe that the smart city concept has
emerged as a result of the neoliberal political trend, in which the invisible hand of the market is
supposed to not only ensure an optimal allocation of private goods but also to regulate the public
goods’ production more efficiently. However, the increased reliance on market/business forces has
been criticized for throwing weight behind power and money, and thus undermining the social
bonds and virtues of civil society [43]. Therefore, the citizen-centric smart city ideal has emerged to
silence detractors of high-tech business-led smart cities. In order to keep the central mission of capital
accumulation and top-down or technocratic governance intact, but also advocate a citizen-centric
approach, applicants of EU research projects must underline both technical and participatory aspects
(such as co-design and co-creation). Accordingly, in projects with a focus on energy-saving solutions
(such as +CityxChange), the participation of citizens is indeed marginal in the project design phase,
while essential to achieve some results. Therefore, using time and resources to increase the role
and power of citizens has nothing to do with the idea of the smart city that is strictly linked with
the standard funding scheme of the EU. Indeed, it should be an integral part of any planning and
decision-making processes and not necessarily just the smart ones.

Therefore, city planners and decision-makers need to clarify and communicate their approaches
to the problem, intervention methods, available resources, and possible decisional procedures. In
addition, they have to identify why (goals), how, and by what means they will reach their participatory
visions. If citizens can have constant deliberation with the main actors, it is not necessary for them to
be directly involved in all processes, as information-sharing, knowledge-access, and equality are also
parts of democratization. They can discuss and agree on the scope of participation, whether citizens’
roles are as “consumers/end-users” or “residents”. Subsequently, they need to specify which levels
of participation fit the goals and approaches (output-oriented or input-oriented). This can also be
achieved if citizens have representatives whom they can trust and rely on to advocate for them, while at
the same time ensuring the efficiency of the decision-making process. In order to foster “citizen power”
in the longer term and thereby strengthen a strong democracy, we recommend that city planners and
authorities find a way to align the informal structure of participation in pilots with formal regulatory
structures. Moreover, external board evaluation or research on the quality of participation in the three
levels of “by, of, and for” people, in practice, may be helpful to assess democratic values, such as
community-building, trust, representation, efficiency, and influence. Further research is also valuable,
to extend or compare the findings of this research with other smart city projects that are developed
within the formal planning system [65].
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