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Abstract: This article discusses collaborative ethnography as a meaningful source for spatial research,
in particular, for participatory methodologies in urban planning and placemaking processes. It
investigates the experiences with co-creation and co-research in different research projects to gain
insight into the performance of collaborative ethnography as a technique to explore and enrich
local knowledge. To better understand the possible causal relationships between the experience
gained in the projects and the learnt lessons, we also identify recommendations for improving
research methodologies to be applied in placemaking. This article concludes that collaborative
ethnography is an effective tool for adding value to spatial co-research and co-creation processes. It
opens opportunities for the co-production of space, ideas and knowledge, contributing at the same
time to better informed decision-making. It also helps improve ideas and gather insights into the
spatial needs of focus groups.

Keywords: methodological approach; collaborative ethnography; co-research; co-creation; participative
planning process; placemaking

1. Introduction

Thinking about, promoting, planning, building and preserving a healthy and quality
urban environment that meets the needs of citizens and society is one of the main prior-
ities of urban development. From this perspective, public open spaces (parks, squares,
playgrounds, streets, riverfronts, etc.) are a fundamental common good and a key to
providing a healthy living environment [1]. As a physical space for social use, public open
spaces, henceforth POS, also act as a place of communication, interaction, interaction and
connection and is a common ground for cohesion and sharing, negotiation and contestation.
POS define and structure, give character to the city, and create meaning for citizens, as they
provide symbolic, memory and representation functions in urban life [2–4]. POS are defined
by certain features (accessibility, leisure, engagement, etc.), each playing an essential role in
improving the quality of the urban environment and social life and providing the space for
mobility, contact with nature, social, cultural and physical activities, and a diversity of daily
and occasional experiences. As a stage for social life, it is thus important that a POS is well
maintained, inclusive and accessible [5]. The multidimensional nature of a POS entails a dy-
namic and dialectical interrelationship between the social and physical environment, which
influences practices, representations and experiences. As places of collectiveness, approach-
ing, planning, producing and managing POS require different kinds of knowledge and the
involvement of several disciplines [2–7]. This collectiveness stresses the fact that a POS
“speaks in the plural” and, as such, “conveys an ambiguity of meanings” [7] (p. 15). Hence,
the features and performed activities bring the POS into the focus of different disciplines.
This, in turn, highlights the importance of inter/multi/transdisciplinary perspectives to
approach, study and intervene in POS, and the pertinent adoption of participatory, col-
laborative and co-creative approaches [8]. This brings us to the placemaking concept,
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place-related identity and the collective re-imagination and reinvention of spaces [9] to-
wards reshaping them for mutual benefits [2,6,9]. Placemaking facilitates establishing
innovative co-creation processes and use patterns, as it gives special consideration to the
physical, cultural and social identities that characterize a place and sustain its continuous
development [2,4–6,9,10]. Furthermore, the engagement of the community, understood here
as groups of stakeholders with shared interests and strong connection to their environment,
implies involving a concerned group interested in actively provoking changes [4,6,11]. It is
therefore crucial to advance knowledge about how POS, as common goods, are developed,
used, appropriated, experienced, perceived, imagined and represented. This calls, on the
other hand, for a better understanding of people’s spatial needs, and ideas and proposals
for developing more responsive spaces [2,4]. Encouraging cross-sector collaboration helps
also to identify different ways to engage and get communities involved, also in managing
and maintaining POS, thus paving the way to the sustainability and resilience of cities.

Backed by this multifaceted understanding of POS, also as places for performing
urbanity and citizenship, this paper focuses on research ontologies and methodologies
applied in different research projects that have advancing knowledge on co-creation of
POS and meeting people’s needs at their core. Based on the learning acquired from the
European projects CyberParks [12] and C3Places [13], and an Ibero-American project, Cyted
RUN [14], this article aims to discuss the role of collaborative ethnography within the scope
of participatory urban design and planning. The research in these projects, although
varying in their aims and goals, hinge on four major common themes: co-creation of the
public realm; engaging communities and stakeholders in urban places; generating a deeper
understanding of the relationships between space (and environment), culture and society;
and to underpin strategic, methodological and planning recommendations. Overall, a
collaborative ethnography approach can be seen as an umbrella platform under which
these research projects and their activities emerge and overlap. This highlights the role of
collaborative and co-creative methodologies for research towards informing policies for
more inclusive, responsive and sustainable POS [1,2,9,10]. To achieve this, research must
embrace a wider concept and focus on ways to meaningfully engage people. Collaborative
ethnography is used in this article to put field experiences into a wider perspective, to dialog
together in the frame of these individual projects. It is used to articulate different techniques
for collecting, analyzing and evaluating data (for example, visual and field observation,
interviews, questionnaires, etc.). This enables us to create a repository about people and
their sociospatial realities [2,8,9,11]. How such repositories were built in three projects
(CyberParks, C3Places and Cyted RUN) along with their rationale are at the core of this
article. Based on garnered lessons, we discuss the added value of collaborative ethnography
for spatial research. To better understand the purpose of its use, a short description of
the projects and their methodological approach are provided. Backed by the experiences
gained with this process, we discuss the role of collaborative ethnography for participatory
approaches, for placemaking and for informing urban design and planning policies.

2. Materials and Methods

In order to discuss the role of collaborative ethnography in placemaking, this article
addresses the ontologies and the methodologies used in three different research projects.
These projects, despite having different aims and goals and having been executed in differ-
ent time frames, have establishing a people-centered approach at their core, with actions
that engage local communities and tap into local knowledge. These three placemaking
projects were selected because they follow a participatory research approach and are driven
by advances in information and communication technology (ICT). The projects consider
also the stakeholders’ contribution to more participatory dynamics in urban and planning.

The three projects were discussed following an established common framework,
consisting of three stages. In the first, oriented on a qualitative content analysis basis,
the projects’ outcomes were analyzed. However, to better understand how the results
were achieved, a short description of each project is provided. From this stage, a set of
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dimensions and assumptions could be filtered. The second stage involved an analysis that
relates these dimensions. It was performed in order to identify coherent structures, also
considering the fact that each project yielded a variety of qualitatively different results.
Armed with the “key lessons”, the third stage consisted of explaining these and looking at
the mentioned dimensions in the literature.

3. Results
3.1. The Projects and Their Ethnographic Approaches
3.1.1. Project CyberParks—Fostering Knowledge about the Relationship between
Information and Communication Technologies and Public Spaces Supported by Strategies
to Improve Their Use and Attractiveness

The project CyberParks aimed to create a platform for knowledge exchange about the
role of information and communication technology (ICT) in the production of POS and
how it provokes changes in the social practices and appropriation of POS. This enabled us
to analyze the relationship between production of a POS, sociospatial practices and the use
of ICT devices for outdoor activities. Started in 2014, CyberParks pioneered in providing
a better understanding of the relevance of these relationships for promoting sustainable
and more socially inclusive urban development. Within the scope of CyberParks, a basic
research structure was developed to serve as a guide to aid the design and conducting of
ethnographic research. To this end, this structure (see Table 1) is based on the following two
main dimensions of analysis: (1) intersections between ICT and POS, and the dynamics
of social interaction; (2) intersections between ICT, planning and citizen participation. To
develop the analysis framework and guidance for a collaborative ethnography and partici-
pative approach to studying POS, the project first systematized its objectives and identified
the most relevant dimensions that reflect them. A small-scale exploratory study was carried
out in the Jardim da Estrela and Parque da Quinta das Conchas, Lisbon (Figure 1). This
fieldwork took place with project members in June 2014 during a project meeting in Lisbon.
This exploratory study aimed at collecting foreigner’s general impressions about the two
POS and the advantages and disadvantages in the use of digital tools applied in the context
of placemaking.
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This study consisted of two main tools, the WAY CyberParks app [15] and GPS devices.
The WAY CyberParks app is an application developed within the scope of the project. A
questionnaire survey about the applicability of the tools (app and GPS) was also issued.
The attendees were split into two large groups, which alternately visited the study areas.
Group A first visited the Parque da Quinta das Conchas, and then the Jardim da Estrela,
while Group B took the opposite route. Fifty-eight attendees participated in this study.
During their visit, small groups of four to six attendees freely visited the parks together;
both devices provided location data, while the WAY CyberParks app enabled posing
location-specific questions for the attendees about the local qualities and amenities.
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Table 1. Dimensions of analysis to be considered in an ethnographic approach to support collaborative
planning, as proposed within the scope of the CyberParks project.

Dimensions of Analysis Variables

Intersections between ICT and POS The mediating role between ICT, POS use and social
interaction

USE AND APPROPRIATION OF POS
Practices and behaviors.
Relationship between ICT, POS use and
social interaction dynamics.

How people use public space:
Relationship between the use of ICT and sociospatial
practices.
Effects of ICT use on people’s behavior in POS.
Frequency (day, week, month) of POS use.
Social and physical-environmental features and POS services:
Relationships between use practices, behaviors and the
sociodemographic characteristics of users.
Relationship between the sociodemographic characteristics of
users, the physical–environmental features and the services
available in the POS.

SOCIOSPATIAL REPRESENTATIONS
Images related to the POS.
POS related aspirations.
POS -related needs.
Satisfaction with the POS.

How users represent POS:
How people interpret their relationship with a POS, and
between this relationship and ICT.
What representation users make of other people in the
relationship they establish between ICT, sociability and use of
POS.
Identification of the most attractive elements in the POS.
Identification of the least valued aspects of the POS.
Reasons for selecting the POS.
User expectations regarding the POS:
Identification of needs.
Identification of the degree of satisfaction with the POS.

The intersections between ICT, planning and
participation

The influence of ICT on use intensity, number of users, citizen
participation and POS production.

USE OF ICT, POS AND CITIZENSHIP
Citizen participation practices.
Expectations of citizen participation in
relation to urban space.

Expectations regarding the use of ICT and stronger
participation in decisions related to POS production:
Satisfaction with the use of digital tools in participatory
processes in urban planning.
Identification of needs, suggestions and fine-tuning of
existing technological tools.
Participation and citizenship:
Identification of participation practices.
Identification of potential practices with digital resources (or
ICT resources).
Use of POS, ICT and social inclusion:
Identification of people/groups (potentially) excluded from
POS.
Identification of people/groups (potentially) excluded from
ICT.
Identification of aspects of increasing social inclusion through
the relationship between ICT and POS.

Participatory, collaborative and co-creation
planning, methodologies.

Develop interactive perspectives for approaching and
designing planning proposals:
Design of new research methodologies.
Design of new intervention proposals.
Discussion and co-creation of new ideas for the production of
POS.
Identify lines for the development of policies.
Development and refinement of methodologies, techniques
and support instruments.

Adapted from: Menezes and Smaniotto [2] (p. 177).

At the end of the visit, the two large groups met at Parque Eduardo VII, a central
park in Lisbon, to collaboratively discuss the experiences with the site visits and the
methodological tools and their appropriateness to obtain insights on people’s use of POS.
In the following months, as part of local research, a set of workshops were implemented in
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Parque da Quinta das Conchas. These workshops aimed to gain better insights from POS
users about the park and their suggestions for its improvement. Park users were asked
to download the WAY CyberParks app and respond to an integrated questionnaire. This
helped us also to identify preferred routes and stops patterns. The participants chose their
routes freely and spontaneously. A large participation of young adults was noted.

On the one hand, the results from the field studies in Jardim da Estrela and Parque
da Quinta das Conchas helped us to improve the reference guide for collaborative ethno-
graphic perspective in placemaking activities, resulting in the dimensions described in
Table 1. On the other hand, these studies enabled us to provide insights in considering
participants of a collaborative study focused on placemaking as co-researchers. The term co-
research and an approach to it are further developed in the following placemaking projects.

3.1.2. The Project C3Places—Using ICT for Co-Creation of Inclusive Public Places

C3Places aimed to explore co-creative approaches as a contribution to improving the
quality of POSs, considering the promotion of social inclusion through the relationship
between people, ICT, space and urban planning. The project focused on different categories
of users and was carried out in four different European cities (Ghent, Lisbon, Milan and
Vilnius). Living lab methodology was used in these different case studies and was of
fundamental importance for the operationalization and evaluation of the implemented
co-creative processes. For this article, we concentrate on the case study of Lisbon, Portugal.
This case study focused on the perspectives of teenagers in the creation of POSs that are
sensitive to their spatial needs [11]. To engage teenagers, the living labs took place in and
with the support of a secondary school in Lisbon and involved teenage students aged
13–18. The workshops were integrated in the school within the scope of the Ministry of
Education’s pilot project on curricular autonomy and flexibility, explaining the project and
how this supports the involvement of teenage students with their environment.

For these workshops, a variety of techniques and tools were created, adapted and
used to encourage teenagers to reflect on urban spaces (see Figure 2). These tools included,
for example, site visits and neighborhood observation visits, questionnaires and interviews,
discussion sessions, and debates, which guests from other institutions, like city council, and
urban activists were invited to participate in. A series of four workshops, each subdivided
into four sessions, were developed. Each series focused on a theme and had tailored tools.
The workshops were organized in two phases, 2017/2018 and 2018/2019. In the first phase,
49 students from 10th grade, between 15 and 18 years old, participated.
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Figure 2. Classroom activity in the first phase of the workshops: discussion about the ideal space to
accommodate the needs of teenagers. C3Places project archive (2017).

In the second phase (2018–2019), 20 students from two classes in the first grade
of technological and professional education (between 16 and 18 years old) participated.
Collaborative work was encouraged in order to co-creatively identify and propose new
ideas for a public space to be chosen by the teenage students (see Figure 3). The street
in front of their school was selected as being of common interest. The workshops were
developed into four sessions, each covering the following topics: introduction to urban
planning, public space and co-creation; problems and potential of the selected space; spatial
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needs and wishes of students; co-creating ideas for the refurbishment of the street space in
front of the school.
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Figure 3. Co-creative process for the transformation of a public space in Alvalade. C3Places project
archive (2019).

Drawing and discussion techniques were the most preferred modalities among the
several methodological resources applied. The students largely made use of drawing
materials and tablets made available to them.

Throughout the entire case study, a dynamic process consisting of multiple compo-
nents could be established:

• Effective communication with key stakeholders, the school community (school board,
teachers, parents—the last contacted due to students’ need for parental permission
to leave the school grounds, etc.) and local authorities (represented by Parish Coun-
cil staff).

• Inquiries with students, teachers and the school board, and urban planning technicians
by carrying out formal and informal interviews and questionnaires.

• Field observation by researchers at the POS around the school, considering their
characteristics and features, youth spatial practices and behaviors in POS.

• Thematic workshops on urban planning, with debate sessions, exploratory site tours,
idea exchange with representatives of the council and urban activists, and elaborating
a design proposal for a teenager-sensitive POS.

• Board games and role-play as a participatory design tool to engage teenagers in
co-creating POS.

• Site visits with teenagers’ mapping of qualities of POS around the school and their
residences.

• Interactive interviews, collection and analysis of narratives on the use of POS and
social contacts outdoors, and elaboration of a design for a teenager-sensitive POS.

• Recording, continuous review and improvement of methodology and results through
fieldwork notes, photographic records, diagrams and continuous feedback from the
living labs.

As a result of this collaborative ethnographic approach and its analysis applied in the
Lisbon case study, the following aspects can be highlighted:

• The urban planning workshops provided the opportunity for continued observation
and evaluation.

• The planning of the workshop was open enough to be updated after each evaluation,
easing the reintegration of the dynamics and results of the previous sessions.

• Advanced insights into teenagers’ practices and behaviors regarding the interaction
among themselves, in urban spaces and with the use of digital tools.

• Researchers also play a vital role as moderators and facilitators of the process. This
was therefore relevant for implementing a co-research approach with the teenagers.

• Backed by the experiences in the four case studies, the project facilitated self-reflection
among the researchers and stakeholders, and in the case of Lisbon, this reflection
involved teenagers, the school board and the local planning staff.
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3.1.3. Project Cyted RUN—Naturalized Urban Rivers

Backed by citizen science and collaborative methodologies, the Ibero-American network
RUN—Naturalized Urban Rivers—brings together and forges discussions among different
tenets of urban, ecological, hydrological, political and social research from 15 institutions in
Europe and Latin America. Understood as an exchange platform, RUN aims to facilitate a
constant and dynamic exchange of knowledge and experiences towards a more sustainable
path in treating rivers that cross urban settings. The project is still running and will deliver
enriched research and practical exercises to address, interrogate and inform strategies and
policies, and this with the engagement of local riverain communities [16].

In Portugal, the project analyzes two strands—social memory and attachment to
new local features. The first strand focuses on mapping and recovering social memories
related to watercourses that are no longer visible in the cityscape of Lisbon. Because
these watercourses are covered and imperceptible, even though they help to drain the city.
Therefore, throughout the history of the evolution of the city of Lisbon, references to these
watercourses were used in the city’s toponymy to name landscape, relief and topographical
features. This case thus collects people’s narratives and analyzes historical documents and
photographs. This research strand makes use of social media for collaborative mapping.
Walking routes are planned for small groups (three to four people) in areas of Lisbon whose
toponymy is rich in references to watercourses. It aims at raising awareness and enhancing
the relationship between people and their surroundings, heritage and urban memory.

The second study was carried out along the Ribeira das Jardas on the outskirts of the
city of Sintra, in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area. The Ribeira das Jardas is a small stream
that has been partially recovered and revegetated and has become the ecological backbone
and the division line between two neighborhoods. In this case, we analyzed the role of
a regenerated watercourse as an attraction for outdoor activities, e.g., leisure, physical
activities, sports. The data collection encompassed field observations, interviews with users
and, in particular, guided walking tours, with participants mapping qualities of the local
environment (Figure 4).
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The waking tour organized in July 2024 brought together 34 participants. A toolbox
was developed to be used by each of the four groups the participants were divided into.
Together with the local council, four routes and several stations along them were identified,
having the Ribeira das Jardas as a backbone. The tools encompassed a route map, a
questionnaire about the spatial qualities around the stations, guidelines for interviewing
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people the groups met along their walking and grid for observational research. For lay
people, the use of a map to find their route was already a challenge. The results are still
being analyzed.

The preliminary results of the two cases show that both strands of research and their
approaches can contribute to a better understanding of how communities can be engaged
with their rivers. The value of this engagement is evident through the following:

• Engagement of local communities in collaborative social mapping to contribute to
the data repository, e.g., collecting information, documents, photos and narratives to
explore lost, buried or disappeared watercourses and the past practices of use, as well
as social and cultural appropriation of rivers and their banks.

• Support for building and enriching local knowledge, i.e., in walking tours, participants
enjoy learning about local features and culture in their own environment.

• Promoting citizen science helps to communicating science and disseminating the
results of collaborative studies to local and general audiences.

• Community-based approaches that foster the use of local ideas and practices. This
exchange also fosters further development and consolidation of local knowledge.

• Community-led processes, which in turn play a crucial role in the empowerment of
communities and thus strengthening sustainability and resilience.

• Guided tours, which were recognized as an exciting approach, besides being easy to
put into practice, help to deepen the relational local quality with the perception and
narratives of users.

• Most of all, from a strategic perspective, a fundamental aspect of river regeneration is
not just about restoring the health of a water body, but also about reconnecting it to
people’s lives.

Both case studies in Portugal enable us to discuss a better understanding of water-
sensitive urban design, along with people’s agency and empowerment, and to explore new
approaches of engagement and collaborative design.

4. Discussion

Exploring the contribution of ethnography from a collaborative perspective became
fundamental within the framework of the three research projects around placemaking
issues. These projects investigate the use of local knowledge in planning processes and how
this can contribute to the production of more inclusive, attractive and responsive POS. A
central issue in the projects is to consider the role digital and mobile technologies can play
in the involvement of/with people in spatial planning. At the same time, leveraging the use
of local knowledge and engagement technologies opens opportunities for experimenting
with participatory, collaborative and co-creative methodologies.

4.1. An Ethnographic Approach to Spatial Research

An ethnographic perspective refers briefly to smaller-scale studies with greater prox-
imity to the community and people in their environment. It stands out as an essential
approach for obtaining more evidence-based knowledge about behavioral patterns, the
relationship between the users (who and with whom), space and spatialities (where and
what for), time and temporalities (when and how often) and objects and artefacts (with
what and what for) [2,17]. As such, it contributes to capturing social diversity and complex-
ity, a relevant issue considering that urban societies are becoming more and more diverse
and heterogeneous. On the other side, it enables us to reflect on different people’s needs,
interests and expectations, and to identify different perceptions, attributes and meanings
attached to the POS. This ethnographic approach was also applied in the projects as an
important resource for mapping social practices and collecting and recording data and
information about the space production and appropriation processes [17].

An ethnographic approach always implies some kind of collaboration, such as the
exchange of ideas and information between researchers and their interlocutors [18]. Its
particularity lies, as a principle, in an ethical and moral commitment, in which the people
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involved in research are treated more than mere means for performing an analysis or a
task [15–18]. Ethnography as a collaborative method has the ability to understand the
“structure of research” together with the “problem to be addressed”; data are produced and
interpreted collaboratively by researchers and interlocutors, enhancing a “dialogical con-
struction of culture” [18] (pp. 61–62). Ethnography, as a collaborative method, prioritizes
understanding the research process as far more important than the data collection itself.
Thus, it deals with a collective and dynamic research process that helps understand contexts
with a diversity of situations, resources (material and immaterial) and sensibilities [18]. The
commitment to the collective construction of knowledge decouples the distinction between
the researcher and the object of study [19–21]. This perspective has also been associated
with the idea of public anthropology or applied anthropology [18–24].

Collaborative ethnography is reflexive, it identifies subjectivities and is based on ex-
periences between researchers and interlocutors and/or stakeholders. It is considered a
practical process to elaborate the needs and objectives of the community [18]. The anthro-
pologist’s knowledge and techniques are useful to stimulate joint debates around certain
aspects that interest and impact the life of the community, contributing not only to the
discussion but also to problematizing certain issues [18]. Hence, it is a researcher’s respon-
sibility to share the (partial or final) results of the study [22,23,25]. Thus, the researcher’s
role as mediator is reinforced, contradicting more unilateral and authoritarian academic
positions [26]. The ethical effect of this perspective is reflected in terms of the research
process and its results, and involves the researcher being in charge of sharing information,
reasoning about the aims and objectives of the research, and exploring the potential impact
that the research may have [19–21]. This also reflects in the way research products are
prepared—in fact, they are co-elaborated [2]. Such a set of collaborative features places
it under the concept of co-research [11,26], and makes collaborative ethnography, from a
community-based perspective, of particular interest for participatory and co-creative urban
design and planning processes [27].

By providing opportunities to jointly work out results and products, collaborative ethnog-
raphy makes it possible to engage people in debates and create shared processes [19,24,28].
This fact shows that collaborative ethnography helps generate negotiated results. From
a participatory planning perspective, collaborative ethnography highlights a co-creative
commitment, in which the community’s and stakeholders’ engagement aims at achieving
common and negotiated benefits.

4.2. The Impact of Ethnographic Results for Spatial Research

Drawing on the acquired experiences and learnings within the research projects
allows for us to reflect on the use of collaborative ethnographic methodologies for the
production of POS that are more sensitive to people’s needs. The relationship between the
research methodology and results shows us some learnings that can build an avenue for
spatial research and placemaking. The process and progress on the use of this approach
is synthesized in Figure 5, which depicts the evolution of the method considering the
time frame of the three projects. In each project, an assisted practice (assessment of the
process including the methods used) supported the evolution and further development of
the approach.

The format of collaborative ethnography could be applied to different topics and
with various stakeholders within sociospatial research projects. This knowledge basis
also allows drawing several lessons for multiple knowledge domains required for multi-
and transdisciplinary practice for urban design and planning, such as for placemaking.
Unlike more conventional ethnographic practice, the experiences explored within the three
projects did not necessarily result in ethnographic reports. In line with the projects’ goals,
collaborative ethnography was used for the collective creation of narratives, maps and
proposals. Hence, several practical considerations arise from the studies reported here,
which are of great relevance to urban development debate and practice, and to enrich the
role of such research work in researchers’ training. The insights are as follows:
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• The community becomes more actively engaged in co-creation processes when the
process starts with valuing practices already in place and everyday practices, and
concerns places in the immediate neighborhood.

• The added value of people becoming more aware of urban issues also brings significant
societal benefits (empowerment, agency, etc.) and increases place attachment [27,29].
Additionally, for researchers, with the engagement activities, they also gained new
skills in communicating with the public.

• A collaborative ethnography approach came to attention as a concrete tool in channel-
ing and facilitating shifts between different contexts, i.e., between formal and informal
processes, between different frameworks and institutional settings. In the case of
teenagers, for example, it built the bridge between formal and informal learning
environments, in the classroom and outdoors, in POS [11].

• Urban education can be a key in overcoming an identified urban illiteracy, i.e., the
spatial ability to reflect on the role POS plays in the city’s dynamics, as well as
difficulties among the participants in discussing, explaining and representing spatial
situations and ideas.

• Alongside the regulatory planning, informal activities (co-creation labs, co-design work-
shops, collaborative mapping, etc.) can bring up new ideas and arguments [30–32],
and be a means of leveraging support for public policy changes. This also requires
intensive collaboration between the government and stakeholders.

• Co-creation incorporates the active involvement of concerned stakeholders, who
become co-creators of their own environment [11,17]. The engagement in changing
the environment is also relevant to reducing risks citizens may be exposed to, as in the
case of riverine communities. This is also a way of creating experimental knowledge.

• Co-creation as a methodological process has to be deployed in an open and dynamic
environment, with clear communication pathways [11]. Only this can guarantee the
achievement of mutual benefits [5,9,11].

• It is imperative to record, analyze and interpret the dynamics that emerged during
the activities (in the projects: living labs, workshops, walking tours, etc.), in order to
prepare and enrich the follow-up actions, and to arrive at relevant conclusions.

• A comprehensive reflection on the co-creation dynamics also calls for self-assessment by
facilitators, researchers and other participants, i.e., observers. A well-prepared team that
is also familiarized with the context can efficiently influence the co-creation dynamics.

• The framework of collaborative ethnography enables us to gain valuable insights and
evidence that can inform policymaking. It is also an act of collective creativity [15]
leveraging “more realistic ideas” [21,23,24].

• The processes work better if the living lab manager teams involve at least three dif-
ferent tasks—a facilitator, a supporter, and an observer—with skills that complement
one another. The facilitator guides the process and fosters interactions between the
stakeholders. The supporter delivers aid and assistance to the group to enable them to
achieve the goals, and the observer records the process and provides feedback to the
manger teams in order to ensure among others that all participants are involved, and
the tools appropriate. Such a division of tasks helps to better understand the process
and fine-tune it.

• Collaborative ethnography contributes to building the framework and facilitating co-
creation and co-research as a way of placemaking. It also helps to eliminate unbalanced
relationships between researchers and focus groups, dealing thus with unequal power.
Participatory processes entailing stakeholders also mean sharing power [33].

• ICT is becoming a backbone in participatory urban planning and co-creative POS initia-
tives [30,33], as digital and mobile technologies combine physical and digital structures
and activities [12]. Although technology is increasingly becoming ubiquitous and
pervasive, we understand them as mere artefacts, moderators and facilitators [30,34].
This implies that ICT tools must be accompanied by more “traditional” tools com-
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monly used in social and urban research to ensure the needed completeness and the
collection of meaningful qualitative data.

Along with these benefits, the collaborative ethnography approach has also some
constraints. The research projects encountered, in particular, the following shortcomings,
which had to be embraced through different actions:

• Low literacy on urban and territorial issues and associated difficulties in express-
ing and exposing ideas. This key challenge affects also a broad understanding that
everyone should have a voice in creating a more responsive environment [2,4,11].
Also, locally rooted co-creation activities help to overcome the challenge of spatial
literacy [11]. From the projects C3Places and RUN [11,13], it can also be noted that
participation potential is enriched by games and walking tours, respectively. Both rep-
resent different ways of learning about the environment and urban planning [17,27].

• Another issue related to literacy is the need detected, prior to the engagement events
(co-creation workshops, living labs, etc.), to develop comprehensive informative or
training actions to clarify issues such as urban space, POS, common goods, etc.

• Difficulties in crossing borders and subtle boundaries that are created both by stake-
holders and by a disciplinary understanding of how to approach an issue. Overcoming
these barriers, however, plays a crucial role in addressing some of the world’s most
pressing issues, regardless of their nature (i.e., social, environmental, etc.). Stake-
holders, as people experienced in the projects, are aware that the outcomes from the
engagement of a varied set of stakeholders can benefit from a reimagined set of solu-
tions [8,11,22,24] because these can be more rooted in the area and be more creative.

• Lack of motivation to participate in co-creation events. One of the main reasons
mentioned is the significant time lag between participating and co-developing ideas
to ameliorate the environment, and to reap the benefits expected to derive from these
ideas. This is an argument that remains difficult to refute, considering that urban
planning is a complex and detailed process that often spans a considerable length of
time between the initial development phase and actual implementation [11,27].

• Multi-stakeholders’ initiatives have to cope with complex relationships. Although this
seeks to address issues of mutual concern, the development of ideas can be hindered
by the solutions developed or the type of territorial transformation to be produced as
an outcome. Here, the (disciplinary) expertise of the facilitators was demonstrated to
be of great value, as an expert opinion would be more easily accepted. A careful and
sensitive intervention of experts demonstrated helpfulness in the negotiation. On the
other hand, the stakeholders were aware that both the ideas as well as the raised issues
generated in the workshops enriched the research process and the outcomes. The
outcomes of the projects also demonstrated that people’s agency and empowerment
can bring about innovative action. This also challenges the decision-makers to provide
responses to people’s needs and requests.

Despite these shortcomings, the results in the three different project contexts champion
co-creation and co-research processes as an enabler to create opportunities for citizens to
play different roles and co-produce realistic and “real life” outcomes. Closely linked to
this, as asserts [33], places are important carriers of local knowledge and insights; making
active use of these can leverage better tailored decisions and more responsive places. Given
the complexity and the need for urban planning to create livable, sustainable and people-
friendly cities, it is clear that extensive time investment in the planning and preparation
of co-creation and co-research processes is essential to achieve these goals. A detailed,
participatory and regulated approach helps to ensure that urban development serves the
community’s long-term interests [27,31–33]. The ability to make informed decisions is
critical for any innovation and to turn cities into more livable places.
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5. Conclusions

Collaborative ethnography is explained and rationalized here as an umbrella concept,
in which the theoretical framework, methodologies and tools are encompassed, although
several other approaches and tools can be included. Such a set of tools opens up possibilities
to create the potential for more equal, inclusive and engaging placemaking.

Reflecting on the values and impact of collaborative ethnography to drive social en-
gagement enables us to enlarge the foundations for a theoretical framework of citizen
science and participatory processes in urban planning. In this article, we outline a method-
ology for synthesizing and valuing community engagement with the purpose of developing
ideas for a more people-friendly urban environment and community-led processes. We
place emphasis on supporting the development of collaborative approaches, including
ethnography and cooperation towards placemaking, and exerting a significant impact on
the development of new urban discourses and planning practices—all understood as a
process and not a final goal. Collaborative ethnography is a valuable contribution to spatial
research and placemaking. It can connect researchers and communities, improve under-
standing of their needs and opinions, and involve the exchange and negotiation of ideas
and information, among many other aspects. Besides that, the collaborative ethnographic
approach provides more proximity to the study contexts, uncovering social and spatial
aspects. Nevertheless, these aspects may be challenging to explore in depth, as they would
require additional time to study and produce knowledge on, which sometimes is not possi-
ble within the time frame of research projects. In the projects and case studies reviewed, the
use of collaborative ethnography allowed us to perceive some challenges and limitations,
and to highlight areas for further exploration or improvement in future research.

It has also to be noticed that researchers reported gaining both new knowledge and
skills from the citizens’ engagement, and use of local knowledge, in particular from working
with groups whose voices are seldom heard in planning processes, i.e., teenagers. This new
knowledge could be used for adapting and updating the design of research, interventions
and new field activities. The discussion opened with this article shows that all social and
spatial sciences can benefit from a collaborative ethnographic approach.

The time sequence of the projects, first CyberParks, followed by C3Places and now
RUN, provided the opportunity to rethink the ethnographic approach in the ensuing
projects and enabled us to create a sound scientific basis for future projects.
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