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preface
———————
In the last few years we have started to learn how to utilize the abundant
resources of the dynamic city that is Amsterdam for the purpose of education and research. We regard the city as a multi-faceted and inspiring
study environment: a lab in which topics for a master’s thesis or research
project can sometimes literally be found on its very streets. This enables
us to further enrich our city by engaging in its challenges and grasping its
opportunities.
When we embarked on our priority theme (i.e. an interdisciplinary
research programme) Urban Management in 2012, we made it our ambition
to expand existing knowledge and insights in a more structured and methodical fashion. Amidst numerous persistent urban problems, we are also
observing new relations being forged between residents, companies and
authorities. By understanding, fostering and nurturing those relations by
means of practical studies carried out by students and staff members, we
are helping the city to grow. We have combined research, education and
practice in three fieldlabs, in Amsterdam Nieuw-West, Oost and Zuidoost.
Subsequently we, together with those directly involved (e.g. residents,
companies, social organizations, housing associations, administrators
and others), have set out an appropriate research and change trajectory.
As University of Applied Sciences, we have made additional funds available
for this purpose which have been partly matched by parties in the city
of Amsterdam. From the start, it has been our intention to use an inter
disciplinary approach. After all, most metropolitan issues transcend the
limits of one single discipline.
All things considered, we started off rather ambitiously five years ago.
What progress have we made, what have we achieved? Readers of this book
may draw their own conclusions; I for my part at least am proud of what
our students, teachers and researchers have accomplished. This book is
a demonstration of what we have done, why, how, and with whom. It presents the new expertise and insights gained and shared; the changes we
effected with them, and the copious network we built throughout the city.
Equally significant is the innovative methodological approach we developed
en route and will continue over the next few years. Finally, and at the same
time, this book highlights the difficulties and hurdles we encountered and
perhaps may run into again. I wish you an inspirational read !
Professor Huib de Jong
Chair, Board of Governors of Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences
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stan majoor
marie morel

introduction
Cities around the world are currently at the centre of attention as
testing grounds. The challenges they are facing are complex, varied
and persistent: how do we keep neighbourhoods and estates liveable?
How do we make the transition towards a truly sustainable economy
and society? How do we integrate new groups of urban residents?
These issues share a high degree of complexity and persistency;
moreover, they also require the collective synergy of the energy,
expertise and tools of residents, companies, administrations and
institutions. This book is a record of how Amsterdam University of
Applied Sciences, together with the council and many other parties
in its own city, has engaged in a creative process to address a number
of important social issues. It introduces and analyses the methods,
results, limitations and future targets encountered in the course
of this process over the past few years.
Recently, there has been a growing focus on cities as important players in
social transition,1 clearly in result of the fact that cities across the globe are
accommodating a growing population and are therefore today confronted
with major social, spatial, ecological and economic issues. At a time of
frequently ineffective international cooperation, failed nation states and
overpowering multinationals, it is the cities which are now emerging as
powerful spatial and political entities to give shape to real transitions.2
Cities have the advantage of their size and compactness; they are places
where the energies of residents, companies and institutions can be directly linked. 3

11

Pedestrian crowds in the city ; at Hotel Victoria near Central Station.
To many residents, the city’s growing crowds are a source of great concern.
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In the Netherlands, this is manifest in the tendency among its (nonelected) mayors of major cities to present themselves during informal EU
meetings, in networks such as G32 (representing 38 large to medium-size
Dutch municipalities) and in the media as confident and pragmatic problem
solvers. Indeed, in the last few years the decentralization of responsibility
in social and spatial policies has created more elbow-room for the cities.
Kim Putters phrased this as a transition from a welfare state to a welfare
city, a process complicated by the fact that legislation and financial control
for the time being still reside with the national government.4
This renewed attention for the city as the stage for important social
transformations comes with certain problems. On the one hand, it is far
from certain whether solving problems at a local level will be feasible at
a time when the economy is becoming more and more internationally interdependent.5 On the other hand, cities are not just success stories of people
grabbing opportunities to better themselves, thus together effecting social
changes. While cities are indeed engines of social progress and economic
growth, they also harbour economic inequality and serious social tensions.6
In the next few decades, the most important urban challenges will be social,
economic and spatial developments such as these in combination with a
necessary shift towards a sustainable economy. For this, much more is
needed than technological innovation or funding alone. A critical debate
on the direction in which the city will be moving and the choices that will
have to be made will be essential. New forms of expertise will have to be
developed, and collaboration between highly diverse participants needs to
be stimulated. There will be few ready-made solutions. Experiments with
new solution strategies at the level of neighbourhoods, housing estates
and cities are crucial to make this transformation work.7
Amsterdam as an urban lab Amsterdam is a compact, independentminded city in which knowledge-based institutions and innovative
businesses densely cluster. Its extensive problems regarding social issues,
sustainability and spatial growth make Amsterdam a perfect hothouse
of social innovation. Following a period of stagnation and economic recession around 2010, the city has recently demonstrated significant growth.8
Its council nurtures ambitious plans for fifty thousand new homes in the
next ten years. Meanwhile, the city centre’s quality of life has come under
intense pressure due to mass tourism, while rising housing prices are becoming a serious problem due to gentrification and a soaring demand.9
The job market is polarizing, with well-paid positions for creative knowledge workers at the top while, at the bottom, other groups are stranded in
insecure menial jobs with little career perspective. Tenacious social and
economic problems increasingly cluster in segregated parts of the city, often
along its margins. And just as elsewhere in the Netherlands, despite many
good intentions crucial sustainable development has barely begun.
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In the last few years, the municipality has become entangled in a com
plicated reorganization in an attempt to downsize and operate in a more
‘locality-oriented’ manner. However, urban districts, as separate political
organs intended to improve local coordination, have been abolished. Nonetheless, the last ten years have seen the rapid emergence — at least in certain
neighbourhoods — of local initiatives by active residents as well as semi-
professionals in areas such as public space management or supplying
community services.10 The council currently faces the important question
as to how an administration may formulate effective local policies that
tap into this energy.
A fieldlab Worldwide, so-called urban living labs are emerging as environments in which similar new ways to tackle urban issues can be formulated
and tested.11 Although the word ‘laboratory’ may evoke images of segre
gated space, white lab coats and controlled variables, these labs are, in fact,
situated in a given, complex reality. Despite their wide variety these labs
nonetheless share some important characteristics. By approaching problems at a local level, the labs are able to operate within a specific context.
The participation and engagement of those directly involved are crucial to
this process: social institutions, administrations, businesses and residents
all contribute their own values, interests and needs. Knowledge-based
institutions contribute in significant ways to the organization of shared
learning processes. The very fact that solutions are still fluid makes experimentation and evaluation so important.12
In Amsterdam, Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences (AUAS) in
close collaboration with Amsterdam Municipality has initiated three such
urban labs, called fieldlabs, as part of its priority theme Urban Management.
In them, we try to develop at a local level innovative approaches to metropolitan problems. The focus is on innovation and a multi-disciplinary
strategy. One important goal of these labs is to deploy individual projects
and approaches in order to affect changes in existing governance structures.13 Our aim is to develop expertise and to alter current practice with
the people involved, rather than for them or about them. But how? What
have our experiences been so far? What are our strengths and weaknesses?
This book takes a critical look at our fieldlabs. Why this search for new
forms of intervention, and for whom? Is it fed by the residents’ own daily
reality or by a political urge to intervene? And how can innovation on a
local level be made relevant to the entire city?
Guidelines for the reader This book is structured around both methods
and content. On the one hand, we will demonstrate how fieldlabs are or
ganized and what is involved in working with and in them. On the other, we
will show what the various fieldlab projects can teach us. In the first section,
Labs, an introduction is followed by a presentation by Robin Hambleton
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Amsterdam Nieuw-West

fieldlabs in amsterdam

Amsterdam-Oost

Amsterdam-Zuidoost
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of his views on the importance of leadership in local innovation. The next
chapter, Social innovation in the city, is a theoretical exploration of social
innovation, the ultimate goal of fieldlabs. Section II, Working, presents a
practical guideline facilitating the communication of practical knowledge
of and experience with fieldlab method and organization. This method
provides the foundation for a number of different fieldlab projects which
form the core of the rest of the book.
In Section III, Learning, we present nine such research and intervention
projects in which new approaches are being developed and new relations
established with regard to a number of persistent urban issues. The topics
range from functional illiteracy in the Nieuw-West district to climate adaptation in the Watergraafsmeer estate in urban district Oost. The section is
subdivided into three thematic subsections illustrating the various core
values of the fieldlab method. Creating learning environments centres on
the wide variety of local learning environments which deal with social
issues, and how these can be actively created. Stakeholder participation
focuses on the importance of making problem owners active parties instead
of mere objects of study. New relations and shifting roles demonstrates the
need for new forms of collaboration and for breaking down existing structures when dealing with these issues.
In Section IV, Reflections, three fieldlab coordinators share their
reflections on working in fieldlabs, using their methodical and practical
experiences to zoom in on the concepts of trust, language and focussing
demand. Finally, Section V, Conclusion, evaluates what lessons can be
learned from urban innovation and the function, potential and l imitations
of urban fieldlabs.

2
robin hambleton

leading place-based
innovation
Urban experimentation is on the rise. Cities in Europe, and elsewhere,
are now far more willing than previously to adopt experimental approaches
to public policy making. The reasons for this growth in urban innovation
are many and varied. But a key theme is the desire to bring new perspectives, and ways of thinking, into the creative process of devising inventive
solutions to social, economic and political challenges. It can be suggested
that urban living labs, and the fieldlabs presented in this volume, provide
a useful collection of intriguing examples. They form part of a wider
movement in urban policy making — one that implies a move away from
‘top down’ delivery of pre-conceived policy solutions towards processes
of decision-making that are, in many respects, ‘bottom up’ in their ethos,
inclusive in style and grounded in the lived experience of local communities
of place.
The role of leadership in promoting public innovation designed to create
just and sustainable cities is an important but often neglected factor in
studies of urban innovation. The agents involved in urban innovation are
not able to do exactly as they choose. On the contrary, various powerful
forces shape the context within which they operate. These forces do not rule
out the possibility of progressive local leadership. Rather they place limits
on what can be accomplished in particular places and at particular moments
in time. Figure 1 provides a simplified picture of four sets of forces that shape
the world of place-based governance in any given locality.1
At the bottom of the diagram are the non-negotiable environmental limits.
Ignoring the fact that cities are part of the natural ecosystem is irrespon
sible, and failure to pay attention to environmental limits will store up
unmanageable problems for future generations.2 This side of the diagram
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Governmental
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governance

Economic
framing

Environmental
limits

1

Framing the political space for place-based governance

is drawn with a solid line because, unlike the other sides of the square,
these environmental limits are non-negotiable. On the left hand side of
the diagram are socio-cultural forces — these comprise a mix of people
(as actors) and cultural values (that people may hold). Here, we find the
rich variety of voices found in any city — including the claims of activists,
businesses, artists, entrepreneurs, religious organizations, communitybased groups, citizens who vote, citizens who don’t vote, newly arrived
immigrants, anarchists and so on. The people of the city will have different
views about the kind of city they wish to live in, and they will have differ
ential capacity to make these views known. Some, maybe many, will claim
a right to the city.3 We can assume that, in democratic societies at least,
elected leaders who pay little or no attention to these political pressures
should not expect to stay in office for too long.
On the right hand side of the diagram are the horizontal economic forces
that arise from the need for localities to compete, to some degree at least,
in the wider marketplace - for inward investment and to attract talented
people. Various studies have shown that, contrary to neo-liberal dogma, it
is possible for civic leaders to bargain with business. Recognizing the power
of economic forces, including the growth in global competition between
localities, does not require civic leaders to become mere servants of private
capital.4
On the top of Figure 1 we find the legal and policy framework imposed
by higher levels of government. In some countries this governmental framing will include legal obligations decreed by supra-national organizations.
For example, local authorities in countries that are members of the European Union (EU) are required to comply with EU laws and regulations,
and to take note of EU policy guidance. Individual nation states determine
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the legal status, fiscal power and functions of local authorities within
their boundaries. These relationships are subject to negotiation and rene
gotiation over time.
It is clear that Figure 1 simplifies a much more complex reality. This is
what conceptual frameworks do. In reality the four sets of forces framing
local action do not necessarily carry equal weight, and the situation in any
given city is, to some extent, fluid and changing. The space available for
local agency is always shifting, and a key task of local leadership is to be
alert to the opportunities for advancing the power of their place within the
context of the framing forces prevailing on their area at the time.
The urban living labs in Amsterdam interact within these four sets of
forces in a variety of ways. In an important sense they are exploring possibilities for advancing the power of place in our globalising world. Placeless leaders, by which I mean people who are not expected to care about the
consequences of their decisions for particular places, and communities
have gained extraordinary power and influence in recent decades. The fieldlabs in Amsterdam can be viewed as part of a wider international movement
in urban policy making: one that encourages the contributions of many
different actors and one that values the ‘power of place’. Essential here is
the building of new connections between different sets of actors: in, for
example, politics, private institutions, public bodies, non-profit organizations, knowledge institutes and citizens. The labs can be thought of as
innovation zones5 or participation spaces.6 Successful civic leaders spend
time and effort creating these innovation zones. They know that, while it
can, at times, be uncomfortable working in these arenas, they can, with wise
leadership, provide the settings for the co-creation of new solutions to the
challenges facing cities today.
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social innovation
in the city
Contemporary cities are characterised by contrasting developments.
On the one hand, population growth and increased prosperity; on
the other, structural poverty and growing segregation.1 Enthusiastic
civic initiatives in some neighbourhoods; in others, apathy and a lack
of participation. This fragmented context is the setting for ongoing
efforts to develop effective strategies to deal with urgent social, economic, spatial and sustainability-related issues. Current approaches
to contribute to economically more robust and more sustainable
cities, stimulate social cohesion and participation are sometimes
largely ineffective. In many cases, the cause is insufficient use of local
knowledge. Established institutional frameworks remain dominant
and structured learning continues to be limited. Local innovation
environments in which residents, businesses, knowledge institutions
and governments can explore and test new strategies may contribute
to the social innovation cities sorely need.
The complex or persistent problems confronting cities such as Amsterdam
are hardly new, nor are they limited to cities. In the past decades, academic
fields like spatial planning and transition studies have produced a substantial volume of expertise on the analysis of these problems and on how to
systematically address them. In our Amsterdam fieldlabs, our main challenge is to bring about social innovation: a fundamental shift in modes of
thinking and working, in roles and relations with regard to certain issues.
The fieldlabs also have a normative component. Not all forms of change are
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desirable. They need to solve persistent problems in a manner that is
socially just. In this chapter we will explore the conceptual basis for four
fundamental questions: [ 1 ] What is the nature of the social issues contemporary cities are struggling with? [ 2 ] What solutions are already emerging
from society itself ? [ 3 ] How can social innovation be conceptualized?
[ 4 ] What methodological considerations underlay the achievement of
social innovation? These four questions form the basis for the methodo
logical guidelines presented in the next chapter.
Persistent urban problems A common element of contemporary urban
problems such as urban flooding, poverty or functional illiteracy is that
they are persistent. Why? First, because they are complex and their exact
nature is hard to pinpoint. Is poverty a structural or an individual problem?
Is functional illiteracy first and foremost a cognitive, a cultural, or an economic issue? The difficulty of answering these questions fuels uncertainty
as to which strategies could be most effective. Second, these issues are all
marked by a complex interaction of multiple parties acting in an often un
coordinated manner. For example, while many strategies and initiatives are
already targeting functional illiteracy and poverty, their focus is mostly
on short-term change and they lack a coherent long-term view.2
Since the 1990s, many of these issues are increasingly being addressed
in the context of so-called governance networks, in which the government’s
predominant role is replaced by more community-oriented approaches
with civil society and companies playing a prominent role. There is a growing awareness that these parties need each other to bring about a societal
transition.3 Indeed, many of these persistent problems would benefit from
a strategy which integrally accounts for the complexity in terms of content,
normative issues and the process. Unfortunately, many present governance
networks still have a limited scope and focus on innovation within established frameworks. The increasing problems caused by extreme precipitation are a case in point. Contemporary solutions tend to be technical and
target the public space of streets and squares.4 A more integral approach,
encompassing initiatives by owners and residents as well as the adaptation
of existing buildings and gardens, would seem the obvious answer. However,
such an innovative approach would require both a redefinition of the problems and potential solutions and far-reaching changes in the organizational
and financial structures. Addressing these and other challenges facing our
modern cities requires the continuous development of integral governance
networks.
Towards new governance networks The ongoing development of these
networks proceeds along four lines that are interconnected: [ 1 ] a greater
role for experience-based knowledge of residents and professionals;
[ 2 ] renewed appreciation of the local scale as the physical setting for testing
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and implementing new solutions; [ 3 ] shared responsibility among residents at a more fundamental level; and [ 4 ] a greater role for knowledge
institutions. The first two aspects are indispensable as a counterbalance
to the increased dominance of processes of professionalization, upscaling
and standardization of policy in sectors such as education, health care,
social security and housing in the second half of the 20th century. The
excesses of these developments — alienation, a growing bureaucracy and
ineffective solutions — have provoked a counter-reaction which can be
observed in a re-appreciation of the knowledge and experience of residents,
users, street-level professionals and ‘best-persons’.5 The local scale is also
enjoying a remarkable revival when, in an era of globalization, increasingly
more issues seems to be determined by supra-national organizations and
multinationals.6 Individual cities and their leaders aim to present themselves as pragmatic problem solvers. At the level of local districts and neighbourhoods, we see a similar surge of small-scale initiatives to deal with
urban issues in an innovative, engaged and context-specific way.7 The city,
as the fulcrum of both problems and innovations, seems to provide an ideal
breeding ground for the latter.8
As early as the 1970s, Lindblom considered shared responsibility between parties as one of the more intelligent and innovative forms of policy
making.9 With such a pluralistic form of policy making, where various interests are represented, local experience-based knowledge can be accounted for much more easily than is possible within the narrowly constrained
processes of centralized decision-making.10 The Amsterdam policy to
adopt a more ‘area oriented’ approach is one example of a tentative move
towards implementation of this new governance model. The idea is to let
residents and businesses take the lead while the government adopts a more
facilitating role.11
Finally, there is an incipient understanding that cities can benefit to a far
greater extent from existing knowledge institutions as sources of technological and social innovation. Conversely, universities may benefit from
the real-life, complex and multi-disciplinary learning environment the city
provides for their students.12 Through their focus on learning and innovation, and by establishing a link with the training of new professionals, knowledge institutions can imbue transition processes with structure, creativity
and depth.
The developments outlined above tie in with a fundamental social
transformation of the early 21 st century: a transition from linear to systemoriented modes of thinking in which central management is replaced by
more diffuse forms of control and input.13 Decentralized and context-
specific strategies make it easier to integrate simultaneous processes of
knowledge acquisition, the formation of opinions, and the adaptation of
existing models of governance. The objective of these processes of changing

3

Social innovation in the city

modes of thinking, operating and organization is that which is called
‘social innovation’.14
Conceptualizing social innovation For a number of reasons, bringing
about social innovation with regard to urban issues along the lines discussed above is far from easy. Earlier, we discussed their persistent nature.
When we reduce these societal challenges to their essence, the task at hand
is to bring about change in the structures, processes, rules and traditions
conditioning (groups of ) people in how they make decisions, share power,
take responsibility and are held accountable.15 Current strategies and
practices are embedded in social structures.16 Their manifestations may
be either ‘hard’ (laws and regulations) or ‘soft’ (customs and habits).
Such structures are reproduced on a daily basis through the actions of
the individuals and groups. Therefore, they are characterised by a certain
degree of inertia: while change usually takes place, it does so slowly and
in incremental steps, through agents’ reflection on their action.
Rather than looking for small, day-to-day changes in structures and
actions, social innovation aims for fundamental, long-term change. This
raises the question of whether and how innovation can be achieved at all
in a context of pre-existing institutional relations, interests and customs.
History shows that it can be done. The welfare state and its associated
institutions, roles, norms and rules, which today seem so self-evident, were
once novel and disputed. However, such comprehensive changes require
a more fundamental form of reflection, for example on the precise nature
of the problem or the type of solution that may be required, and it is equally
necessary to formulate alternatives that are actually innovative and do
not cause new problems.17 Learning is therefore an important condition
for social innovation.
Three types of learning can be distinguished: first-order, second-order,
and third-order. First-order learning centres on problem solving: to improve the performance of the same task. Second-order learning means
reflecting on, and then changing, underlying social structures. This may
involve questions such as: Is it possible for the government to share its
responsibility for public space with residents? Is short-term efficiency
the main goal? Third-order learning focuses on the conditions that make
learning possible.
An explicit focus on the facilitation of learning whilst keeping a watchful eye on the process is crucial if attempts at social innovation are to
have a chance to succeed, for the structures to be changed may manifest
themselves in seemingly novel strategies and methods.18 Moreover, social
innovation is political whereby opposing or conflicting interests are un
avoidable.19 This is why, when attempting to facilitate social innovation,
questions will arise that touch upon these interests: which parties will
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Plantagelab, Wiltzanghlaan, Amsterdam. A green creative meeting place in the
courtyard of a former technical college at the heart of the Kolenkit neighbourhood
in Amsterdam Nieuw-West. Here, residents are working towards a more sustainable
urban food supply (among other things).
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be involved, when and how, and what are the proper methods to not only
identify existing relations and situations but also to transform them?
Social innovation in a fieldlab In the last decade, so-called fieldlabs have
gained in popularity as a setting for facilitating social innovation in active
consultation with involved parties.20 The presence and indeed the proximity of knowledge institutions makes cities the perfect places to initiate
social innovation.21 By starting locally with our fieldlabs, we hope to be able
to formulate context-specific solutions that take into account local conditions and stakeholders’ needs.22 Fieldlab partners include governments,
residents, businesses, social parties and knowledge institutions. All parti
cipate on a basis of equality in research which “focuses not only on the
definition and explanation of [… ] practical problems, but equally on the
development and testing of [… ] solutions to those problems.”23 The participants collectively shape the direction which working in the fieldlab takes.
In various combinations, they participate at every stage, from problem
definition to planning and carrying out research, the analysis of the outcome, and the formulation and implementation of solutions. This method
draws on both design research and action research; it may produce valuable
situational knowledge with regard to the problem and its context, and
achieve concrete and effective solutions.24 The fieldlab guidelines presented in the following chapter provide a step-by-step overview of the organi
zation of the Amsterdam labs.
Ultimately, a crucial condition for social innovation is that learning
takes place in these settings. How can we facilitate this? First, through cognitive proximity: striking the right balance in what people are familiar with,
particularly with respect to problem definition, heuristics and potential
solutions.25 Second, through geographic proximity: the diversity inherent
in a city brings people from different backgrounds into close contact, people
who are often part of international networks. This may result in diversity
of perspective and ideas.26 A fieldlab must find ways to reflect on and make
constructive use of this diversity. Clearly, misunderstandings are an inevitable risk when working with people of different backgrounds, for example
because they speak different ‘languages’. Mutual trust between stakeholders
is therefore an important condition for learning and the exchange of knowledge.27 This should be a point of explicit attention, since participants in
fieldlabs may occasionally have had little previous contact and may come
from organizations with different cultures and institutions.
Even when their very plurality enables fieldlabs to produce a better understanding of the nature of a particular problem and the feasibility of certain
solutions, it would be naive to expect the implementation of these solutions
to be straightforward. This is due to the complexity of cities. In order to
achieve viable solutions it is important to use iterative (i.e. repetitive) meth-
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ods on a basis on small-scale experiments.28 Interventions are followed by
reflection, research, adjustments, and new interventions. This strategy is
incremental and based on the assumption that its ultimate outcome will
be new structures and practices. In this process, the equality of the actors
and the complexity of the city enforce a pragmatic attitude.
Pragmatic innovation The course a fieldlab embarks on is the outcome
of a process of discussion and evaluation focusing on the identification
of new opportunities by making creative use of the tension between what
is desirable and what is feasible. In simple terms, the process is influenced
by two factors: [ 1 ] the participants’ values, interests and needs; and
[ 2 ] developments outside the fieldlab. Because of the fieldlabs’ plurality,
these values, interests and needs can be highly diverse. The various interests must therefore be balanced in the evaluation of knowledge and in the
development of solutions.29 To find solutions, but equally to prevent new
problems, it is important to go beyond a mere compromise or to trade shortterm interests. What should be aimed for instead is solutions that proceed
from mutually shared human needs and that are meaningful to all parties
concerned.30
Regarding developments outside fieldlabs it is important to identify
situations where existing practices are under pressure, and also to look for
broader changes.31 This ties in with how structures change: through feedback and reflection on action. Negative feedback — i.e. existing strategies
are no longer effective — will increase the likelihood of change. The fact that
something is (or has become) ineffective could be linked to broader, longterm structural changes or to developments in other sectors, at other scalar
levels and in other cities or countries.32 A thorough analysis of the strain
on current practice and of these structural changes and their creative exploitation may increase this strain to the point where social innovation will
come one step closer. 33
Fieldlabs tend to be pragmatic. They are guided by questions such as :
What do people consider to be the problem? What do people need? Where
can opportunities be found? How can these be exploited? This may cause
a certain level of tension. For how can an incremental, pragmatic strategy
ever deliver the fundamental changes necessary to achieve the fieldlabs’
normative goals? Unless an incremental strategy is accompanied by an
exploration of the full range of solutions and their consequences as well
as the broader institutional context of problem issues, it risks losing its
coherence as a result of ad-hoc operations and a solution-oriented focus.
Fieldlabs should therefore aim for a directed incremental strategy.34 This
means that reflection on larger normative goals and the future impact of
our present thinking and actions is used to adjust this thinking and these
actions on larger normative goals, on the future social impact of our present
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thinking and actions, and on adjustment of our current actions and thinking. This means steering a middle course between incoherent incremental
strategies and meticulous blueprint planning: action remains focused
without an a priori fixation on the course and exact targets.
Challenges The modern city is marked by a number of persistent problems
for which there are no easy solutions. Out of society itself, the contours are
emerging of new approaches based on a plurality of knowledge and needs
and on local differences. Fieldlabs work locally and experimentally towards
new modes of thinking and new methods, forms of organization and relations
and thus towards concrete solutions that are valuable to all stakeholders.
The main challenges are the inevitable, and necessary, conflicts between
— still powerful — old structures and — still vulnerable — new ones. Urban
transitions are never smooth. Persistence and appropriate strategies are
essential. The next chapter presents the concrete strategies and methods
used the by Amsterdam fieldlabs, while the remaining chapters will reflect
on current experiences with ‘doing’ social innovation in the context of
the conflicts and tensions mentioned above.
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the fieldlab method
Regardless whether the goal is to make neighbourhoods climateproof, to fight functional illiteracy, or to end residents’ isolation
and loneliness: tenacious social problems usually have no simple
solutions. To get somewhere, we need to draw on the combined views,
decisions and tools of different parties. How can we stimulate this
process? In the period 2012–2016, AUAS in the context of its priority
theme Urban Management and together with its partners developed
local innovation e
 nvironments, called ‘fieldlabs’, in three sections
of the city. Here, residents, businesses, administrations, investors
and social organizations made a concerted effort to start a process of
learning and experimentation. The following guidelines describe the
main elements of the fieldlab method as used by Urban Management.
Ideally, guidelines take the form of a step-by-step manual, telling readers
who might want to set up their own fieldlab how to do it. In fact, however, we
know from experience that how fieldlabs develop is not at all clear-cut. Inventiveness and a talent for improvisation are indispensable to be able to
respond to constantly changing circumstances. We have therefore cast
these guidelines in the shape of a general description, supplemented with
brief excursions into the frequently stubborn Amsterdam reality.
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In our presentation of the guidelines we use the metaphor of the game.
We view neighbourhoods and estates as interesting local playing fields in
which players with (in part) different goals, interests, expertise and abilities
act on numerous issues. It is a complex and dynamic game: various matches
are played simultaneously and the game is controlled by many rules and
long-established conventions. Fieldlabs make a modest attempt to intervene: they experiment with a few new rules, they try to activate new players
and to coax existing players into changing their tactics. The goal of a fieldlab
is to improve the players’ interaction so as to achieve new results.

For whom? In the case of the Amsterdam fieldlabs, it was AUAS
who took the lead in the creation of these innovation environments.
However, it need not always be a knowledge institution which assumes
this role. The guidelines address any organization or initiative taking
it upon itself to create a shared learning environment centring on an
issue that connects it to other players. Although these guidelines focus
on fieldlabs as innovation environments, the method has many aspects
in common with communities of practice, research workshops or other
practice-knowledge alliances working towards similar goals.
We believe that these guidelines may be helpful to:
v Knowledge and educational institutions — Teachers, researchers,
valorization managers and developers at academic universities
or polytechnics, who are looking for ways to connect training and
research and to develop products that are valuable to society.
v Government institutions — Policy advisors, programme managers
and other administrators who have urban innovation and neigh
bourhood programmes in their purview.
v Civic initiatives — Facilitators, coordinators of local civic initiatives
looking for ways to strengthen their project.
v Social organizations or social enterprises — Professionals, advisors
and managers who want to join with other players in carrying out
their social responsibility.
v Entrepreneur networks — Entrepreneurs and their representatives
who want to enhance the collective learning process and improve
their corporate social responsibility.
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1 Why fieldlabs?
What is the social context? While many cities are flourishing as hubs of
trade, expertise and culture, yet at the same time they are struggling with
complex and persistent problems to which there are no simple solutions.
Is it possible to break the circle of poverty which in some neighbourhoods
has trapped successive generations? What measures should be taken to
render housing estates rainproof ? But equally: how can the city’s economy
become much more sustainable? Usually, even the exact nature of the problem is unclear or in dispute, never mind any possible solutions. Moreover,
dealing with such issues requires the involvement of many parties, something which can be difficult to coordinate. Innovative strategies are certain-
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ly needed but in many cases complex situations are resistant to change due
to deeply ingrained patterns of behaviour and established power structures.
Current policies often have a limited scope while insufficient advantage is
taken of the local knowledge of those who are directly involved. Innovation
requires new forms of collaboration in order to be able to act locally and
from an integrated perspective.
How can we respond? The search for new solutions has already begun.
In many neighbourhoods experiments with new strategies are cropping
up, for example in the form of maintenance of social facilities, cooperation
between businesses in the same street, or residents who together manage
the public green. This is much more than a mere transfer of responsibility
from government to society. New values are being created: local engagement, entrepreneurial skills, and the utilization of local knowledge. Meanwhile, many questions still remain. Are such initiatives merely marginal or
do they constitute real contributions to the persistent problems mentioned
earlier? Are they efficient and effective? Where do they emerge, and where
not? Does any learning take place? Who participates and who does not?
What role do existing parties play? And can these strategies also be deployed
in other places?
The fieldlab method is based on the extension and professionalization
of this local energy. Fieldlabs find their inspiration in social-transition
theories, which assign a crucial role to innovation spaces which facilitate
experimentation with new solutions. A fieldlab is therefore deliberately
constructed as a place where parties can work towards change. At its centre
are the stakeholders and their knowledge and experiences. Around them,
a collective research and learning trajectory with a broad scope is set out :
how do existing solutions function? What are the opportunities for innovation? Experimentation and collective reflection on these questions con
stitute the method’s core. Not only to test new technologies or interventions
but also to give shape to new forms of interaction between the parties.
In our fieldlabs I see people who have experience, knowledge, interests,
responsibilities and emotions of their own. Those people have a strong
suspicion that things could be better and that there are no quick fixes.
The fieldlabs are no neatly demarcated plots to grow the latest genetically modified potato under controlled conditions. They are the reality
which we till together so that people may flourish.
Harko van den Hende — Coordinator Fieldlab Oost
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2 The field
The neighbourhood as a playing field A fieldlab’s primary playing field
is the local level: a neighbourhood or housing estate. It is precisely when
dealing with complex urban issues that we need context-specific solutions.
There is not one single optimal solution for youth debt or one way to boost
ethnic entrepreneurial skills. What is needed are tailor-made approaches
which target the stakeholders’ personal situations and the opportunities
and networks the neighbourhood has to offer. Working in a housing estate
or neighbourhood provides ample opportunity for personal contacts between parties, which improves the chances of finding better integrated
solutions that resonate with the stakeholders’ own lives. This makes a fieldlab a playful counterbalance to the occasionally excessive centralization
tendencies of policies and regulation. It also fulfils a need felt by many
to have more control over their immediate living environment and its
problems; to take the lead, whether for eminently practical reasons or out
of idealism.
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The Amsterdam fieldlab method AUAS, in collaboration with the
Amsterdam urban districts, representatives of local companies and
social organizations, has drafted an area agenda. It lists a number of
questions: what are the main issues in a specific area, and which are
the questions the partnership should focus on? In many cases, a localitybased innovation agenda will be able to tap into a number of local projects, for plenty of things will already be stirring. On the basis of this
agenda, teachers, educational institutions and local project partners
will develop various activities. It is important to subject the choices
made at this stage to a critical review: which problems will or will
not be addressed in the fieldlabs? Who joins in and who stands apart?
How much elbow room for more extensive forms of innovation is left
by a neighbourhood’s established interests?

The players and the game A fieldlab does not start in a vacuum but in a
pre-existing environment formed by parties who have their own demanding
daily lives and diverse interests. When organizing the playing field it is therefore useful to distinguish between strategic partners and project partners.
Strategic partners are the backbone of a fieldlab’s organization. They are the
partners who are willing and able to commit themselves to a joint research
and innovation agenda for a period of several years. They provide a stable
platform for the area’s innovation structure. Within this framework, a larger
and more varied group of project partners fulfil important functions in specific tasks; examples of such partners are social organizations, educational
institutions, businesses and local initiatives. It is therefore important to
go and look for local stakeholders and innovative projects.
In a smoothly functioning partnership, both strategic and project partners each contribute their specific expertise and share a motivation to solve
a certain problem. What is crucial here is to combine individual targets
with a shared responsibility for certain issues. In this complex playing field,
the part played by knowledge institutions is important. As comparatively
neutral players and specialists in learning processes, they are able to reinforce the collaboration between parties.
You cannot always get the important parties to join in. After one
year, the main aid organization in the area chose another innovation
trajectory. That doesn’t always mean that you have to terminate
the project.
Audrey Netel — Core team Fieldlab Zuidoost
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3 How do you organize a fieldlab?
Because of its focus on innovation, a fieldlab needs a structured format.
This helps partners not to lose touch with each other amidst the dynamics
within and between organizations, but it also allows them to decide to
gether at what stage in the development they find themselves at any given
moment and what the next step should be.
The life cycle of a fieldlab comprises five phases: [ 1 ] exploration,
[ 2 ] start-up, [ 3 ] analysis and development, [ 4 ] implementation, and
[ 5 ] evaluation and monitoring. Although these are consecutive it is important that partners are able to shift back and forth between each phase
and together to repeat them. After all, a fieldlab must be open to new local
developments, engage in new challenges, and invite new partners.
In the exploration phase, a fieldlab sets off with a small ‘coalition for
change’. Its members together and in consultation with other partners
formulate goals regarding important social challenges in the area. For the
sake of efficiency it is important at this stage to operate in a small team.
However, at the same time, support and a foothold at strategic levels within
the organizations concerned are essential to be able to make real decisions.
In the start-up phase, collaboration becomes more intense and more structured. A wide range of parties participate in drafting and developing new
potential solutions, and financial arrangements are made. Next, in the
analysis and development phase, researchers together with the involved
parties propose concrete experiments (see Section 4). In the Implementation phase, the learning trajectories and experiments are up and running,
accompanied by regular feedback. In the final phase, evaluation and
monitoring, the results come together and the programme is reassessed,
in constant consultation with the strategic partners.
At the start of a project, the problem and the task are often not yet
fully known. Brief neighbourhood scans, by literally taking the team
into the area, talking to people or using ‘grapevine’ contacts, quickly
identify the problems and can be very effective at the start of the project.
Linda Hooijer — Researcher Fieldlab Oost
A fieldlab is more than a place for research; it also has to produce valuable
results for residents, social organizations, businesses and professionals.
This means that expectations have to be managed and ownership must
be organized at every stage. There is a real risk that, after some initial
enthusiasm, parties will withdraw again or assume a passive role if they
can see no results for themselves. It is therefore important to reinforce
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the partnership in a number of ways and to emphasize successes. For
example, the signing of a declaration of intent between the local adminis
tration and a knowledge institution can be a powerful incentive towards
further steps.
There is a danger that the fieldlab will disintegrate into sub-projects.
To prevent that, we invested heavily in the creation of a community for
the exchange of knowledge. The organization of shared events such as
an annual fieldlab conference became an important tool to present
results to each other and to the outside world, to be re-inspired, and to
establish new links between projects and people.
Willem van Winden — Coordinating professor Fieldlab Zuidoost
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The Amsterdam fieldlab method The three Amsterdam fieldlabs
developed at different speeds as a result of differences in what strategic
partners were interested in, administrative and political developments,
changes of personnel, and locally available funds. Nonetheless, all
three share a clearly defined structure:
1 Exploration phase
v Initial consultations with potential strategic partners (which
always include local urban-district organizations)
v Establishing a facilitator group of members of the strategic
partner groups
v Drafting and signing a shared declaration of intent by the strategic
partners
v Drafting a 100-day plan containing the outlines of a long-term
plan for targets, themes, involved project partners, and a potential
organization format
v Benchmark — Formal acceptance of the 100-day plan is a ‘go’
to launch the fieldlab
2 Start-up phase
v Transforming the facilitation group into a core team which will
be the fieldlab’s strategic steering committee
v Extensive analysis of local issues in collaboration with residents,
experts, market parties, civil society organizations, and the
government
v Start-up conference to present the fieldlab to the public, and
ratification of an MoU (memorandum of understanding) by the
strategic partners
v Development of a long-term plan for the area
v Benchmark — Accepting a long-term plan
3 Analysis and development phase
v Development, in collaboration with both strategic and project
partners, of potential key projects (research and innovation
projects) addressing the most important social challenges.
v Benchmark — Project assessment and possibly allocation of
project funds
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4 Implementation phase
v Implementation of key projects and additional activities,
using tools derived from social design methods or others
v Design and learning sessions for project partners
v Annual conference to assess progress and to enable fieldlabs
to learn from each other.
v Recurring benchmark — Reassessment of activities on the
basis of progress and fresh insights
5 Evaluation and monitoring
v Bi-annual mutual consultation and monitoring regarding
the goals of the operational plan
v Reassessment of projects and activities on the basis of annual
monitoring by strategic partners
v Benchmark — Project prolongation or termination; starting
new projects

4 Methods and rules
A fieldlab’s developmental phases and ambitious goals demand a methodical strategy with respect to activities. Experimentation and shared learning
processes always raise much uncertainty. Partners therefore look for points
they feel comfortable with and which can guide them in mutual interactions
and shared activities. The Human Centered Design method (HCD) provides
some useful starting points for fieldlab methods and rules.
Approach: action research in the neighbourhood Fieldlabs need to help
participants to combine insights derived from various fields of expertise
into new potential solutions. The method is based on so-called action
research, which involves not only research in order to better understand
a situation but also a search for possible solutions. This demands collective
experimentation and learning. The Human Centered Design method may
serve as a source of inspiration for this form of neighbourhood-level action
research. It is a practical, solution-oriented method based on a designer’s
iterative approach. The main characteristics of Human Centered Design are:
v

The case as ecosystem: approach the task at hand from the stakeholders’
different perspectives (perceptions, values, interests), with mutual
dependence as the starting point.
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Translate knowledge in terms of the local context and use newly
gained insights to establish a collective learning process and new forms
of operating and organization which will lead to sustainable social
innovation.
The user should be centre-stage: as object and focus of the creation
of social value and as a stakeholder in the process of co-creation. Stakeholders receive tools and collaborate on a design that conforms to local wishes and needs.

In the last few decades HCD has been widely applied in the context of
complex social issues featuring a combination of economic, social and cultural aspects. HCD’s operational basis comprises iterative working and
learning cycles in which (applied) research consists of a repetitive process
of experimentation and reflection.
A fieldlab’s concrete activities, which may vary in nature and scope,
represent the method’s tangible manifestations. Modest but innovative
experiments in a sheltered environment, as well as large research projects
involving many institutional parties allow project partners to familiarize
themselves with a local approach towards metropolitan issues. Besides
Human Centered Design, other methods are equally capable of supporting
a fieldlab’s ambitions. For a fieldlab to succeed, its partners need to adopt
a shared strategy. This is an important process during the first two development phases.
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The Amsterdam fieldlab method A closer analysis, together with
the stakeholders, of the selected sub-tasks in the neighbourhood as
well as designing and developing new potential solutions proved to
be a crucial step. In this process the Human Centered Design method
made it easier to work in a structured manner. For example, in the
analysis and development phases the fieldlabs used design sessions in
which researchers, social organizations, administrators and residents
tried to reach an agreement on the exact nature of the problem or task.
This then formed the starting point for the researchers to formulate
potential research projects or experiments.
Sitting around a table with different parties to talk about innovation
and possible improvements is very productive. You temporarily lift
people out of their daily realities and together discuss what they want
and need. Strategists and project leaders often enjoy it immensely.
It is important from the start to involve the group responsible for the
practicalities of innovation. Those are not always the people who have
the time or inclination to take part in all sorts of brainstorming sessions;
however, it is they who are deeply involved with implementation.

Writing the rules together In the field, HCD core values and operational
starting points prove to be compatible with the fieldlab method. It may be
helpful to work out area or context-specific details of the rules followed by
the participants. For example, a translation of HCD core values to fieldlab
methods may result in the following local core values:
1 Request-oriented and area-based — Local requests determine which
social challenges will be addressed by the fieldlab. Its activities con
tribute to a locally embedded and sustainable approach.
2 Active participation in an open network — The responsibility for
possible solutions is shared by several different parties: the government,
residents, social organizations, businesses or knowledge institutions.
3 Reflection and learning — Analysis, experimentation, evaluation,
extraction, upscaling and consolidation are all links in a chain of learning marked by an open attitude, ‘learning by doing’, and accepting
imperfections and serendipity (the unpredictable nature of the process
of change).
Fieldlab steering and the development of concrete activities both require
these core values and operational starting points to be developed further
into development criteria. These criteria are action-oriented and prag
matic, and they assist the participants as they devise their plans. In the
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i mplementation phase, the criteria provide a basis for reflection and
they facilitate a social impact. The text box below presents an outline of
the development criteria currently in use in Amsterdam.

The Amsterdam fieldlab method In their analysis and development
phases, our three fieldlabs initially used their own rules with regard to
project start-up and supervision. These rules were usually acceptable
to local partners, but as activity development progressed it became
clear that widely divergent opinions existed as to their precise meaning.
They failed to provide an anchor for good projects. Also, more rules
kept being added. Ultimately, we therefore opted for uniform and unambiguous project development criteria for all fieldlabs:
A fieldlab project :
1 Is initiated on the basis of demand and follows an area-based strategy.
It clearly sets out which partners need new knowledge with respect
to the issue at hand. Partners actively contribute to the research
project’s structure, implementation and innovative character.
2 Is focus-oriented and innovative, i. e. it aims not just for knowledge
acquisition but also for concrete practical improvements resulting
from the application of this knowledge, and it is explicit as to what
can be delivered.
3 Helps to expand expertise on the coordination of metropolitan
issues, and provides a lasting contribution to a specific challenge
in the city.
4 Is multidisciplinary and conforms to the integral approach of
the urban district, AUAS and its priority theme Urban Management.
This is manifest in e.g. its collaboration with several bodies allied
with AUAS, and with urban parties.
5 Makes explicit the nature of its connection with ongoing relevant
initiatives within the area and within AUAS.
6 Deploys a range of methods. Combines research, practical application and education, is well integrated into the educational infra
structure and provides students and instructors with substantial
opportunities to participate in research.
7 Stimulates the circulation of knowledge as well as expertise development and circulation among involved parties, and disseminates
expertise within a wider circle. Also conforms to expertise and
research programmes provided by AUAS.
8 Connects theory and practice. Strives to translate conceptual knowledge into relevant (to AUAS) professional practice, and to acquire
new expertise on the basis of practical insights and experience.
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Assessment of projects and activities on the basis of these development
criteria turned out to be a frustrating experience in many ways. It raised
all sorts of questions: who is qualified to carry out the assessment?
When is a project continued or cancelled, and when is or is it not eligible
for funding? For now, the Amsterdam fieldlabs have suspended the
assessment process. Development criteria for activities are still being
used but they mainly serve as tools to enable discussion of the projects’
quality besides being a point of debate between partners with respect
to effective strategies for change in a metropolitan environment.

Social impact as outcome Fieldlabs are about improving how metro
politan issues are dealt with. They focus on stakeholders’ potential to work
together towards finding robust solutions to social challenges. It is therefore logical to define possible outcomes in terms of process and social
impact. Ideally, fieldlabs add value in four ways: practical relevance
(addressing a social challenge). Institutional optimization (improving the
interaction between the parties involved in the task at hand), professional
development (addressing the competencies of the parties involved in the
task at hand), and scientific relevance (addressing wider issues in relation
to the task at hand). Successful fieldlabs are innovation environments
which connect these contexts and are able to demonstrate how they obtained valuable results in these different areas.

The Amsterdam fieldlab method Analysis of AUAS alumni revealed
that AUAS fulfils an important role as educator of middle and higher
management in the Amsterdam metropolitan region. A fieldlab is a
perfect opportunity to teach future professionals about the (im)possibilities of co-creation with respect to metropolitan issues. Fieldlabs
allow them to apply what they have learned to experiments and research projects situated at the heart of society. In addition, students
are highly valuable as ‘players’ who can establish links with the lived
reality of urban residents, which is where these projects are carried out.
Students therefore participate in the fieldlabs as co-researchers. An
important partner in this respect is BOOT (Buurtwinkel voor Onderwijs, Onderzoek en Talentontwikkeling; ‘corner shop for education,
research and fostering talent’). Working with BOOT, AUAS relocated
its courses to three neighbourhoods in the city. For five to ten months
every year, five hundred students provide services to over one thousand
residents and 110 organizations, besides participating in fieldlab
research activities.
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5 Hard and soft constraints
A fieldlab’s ambitions need a professional organizational structure that
clarifies the various roles, responsibilities and resources. These structures
produce the necessary conditions for engagement, trust and creativity.
Engagement, trust and creativity In a fieldlab, engagement is ideally
the outcome of a shared sense of urgency and commitment, of sincere
curiosity about issues individuals cannot solve on their own. Such engagement is essential to be able to continue investing in mutual collaboration
and coping with the dynamics it generates. By constantly maintaining
a question-oriented attitude throughout the collaboration, a fieldlab will
remain in touch with the neighbourhood’s actual needs.
When parties participate in a fieldlab it is no foregone conclusion that
they are also able to accept new and perhaps counter-intuitive information
and to rethink existing methods. Besides engagement a truly change-
oriented coalition therefore also requires mutual trust between the parties.
‘Trust’ means that parties perceive others in a fairly constant and positive
light, as this renders them more receptive of a mutual reflective process.
Trust is also a major factor in the degree in which parties tolerate each
other’s mistakes and how they cope with setbacks.
The implementation of innovative solutions is largely dependent upon
a network’s capacity for creativity. The Human Centered Design method
encourages innovative solutions in which the problem owners and the
local context are at the centre of an experimentation and learning process.
Moreover, peer coaching and other forms of personal interaction and in
spiration are also important in a fieldlab to be able achieve innovation.
Of course, everybody tries to work together, but people’s own positions,
obligations, interests and financial worries regularly cause friction.
That’s just how it is. How to deal with the media, for example. Or how
to phrase research results. Micropolitics are part of the game. The
positive effect is that such conversations gradually grow into warm
relations so that partners will be more inclined to turn to each other
when new disagreements arise.
Alex Straathof — Coordinating professor Fieldlab Nieuw-West
Organizational structure and visibility Engagement, trust and crea
tivity thrive in a professional structure in which parties agree on organization, finances and visibility. In fieldlabs, parties with different backgrounds
and interests rally behind a common goal. Nonetheless, good initial intentions are no guarantee for a productive collaboration. If a fieldlab’s added
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value no longer outweighs individual interests, parties’ daily concerns or
rival priorities will quickly divert their attention elsewhere.
Earlier, we pointed out the importance of attracting strategic partners
who can lend continuity to the process of building a shared learning and
experimentation environment, setting up programmes and acquiring funds.
When coaching a fieldlab in its day-to-day activities, it is important to
organize responsibilities with care. An example could be a small core team
charged by the strategic partners with the organization of research projects
and activities. To implement those activities, coalitions are formed to carry
out the task at hand. For fieldlabs, establishing and maintaining a network
of residents, clubs and business associations should be a point of particular
attention.
It may be helpful to render the fieldlab literally visible via a physical
location in the area. Often, entrepreneurs, residents and organizations have
eminently practical questions as to how to do certain things. Providing
them with a place in the neighbourhood where they can go and pose their
questions prepares the ground for further collaboration. For an educational
institution, such a place may also be an interesting setting for linking
education and local challenges and enabling students to gain hands-on
experience.
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v Zuidoost Partners
v
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v Introduction and matching
Advice and neighbourhood-based support
v Knowledge projects
v Knowledge circulation and collective learning
v

Example: the organizational structure of Fieldlab Zuidoost

The Amsterdam fieldlab method To manage the fieldlabs, an
organizational structure is set up in which AUAS and urban-district
organizations together form a core team which functioned as the fieldlab’s hub. The core team consists of one of the AUP’s responsible lectors
and a counterpart from the urban district. It is they who within each
organization are responsible for maintaining the fieldlab’s functionality
and continuity. The fieldlab coordinator is responsible for daily management and within the urban district works with commissioning
bodies in the social, physical and economic field. BOOT (AUAS’ Buurt
winkel voor Onderwijs, Onderzoek en Talentontwikkeling) and the urban
district’s own area broker maintain the local networks and together
with managers of the various activities coach students who participate
in the fieldlabs.
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Finances Every fieldlab has its own financing scheme or revenue model;
a more or less secure balance to which different parties contribute effort and
funds. These contributions usually take the form of money made available
by the strategic partners and supplemented with financial contributions
by other partners or funds. A fieldlab’s financial means are preferably not
earmarked or assigned to specific projects in advance; ideally, a fieldlab
will work with a shared budget for activity development on the basis of an
evolving agenda. Moreover, having to search for independent sources of
financing can be highly time consuming and frustrating for the collaboration
and for progress. Independent funding introduces all sorts of forms of accountability which in many cases clash, not only administratively but also
in content, with a fieldlab’s interdisciplinary goals.
A potential source of concern is the considerable discrepancy in participants’ financial means and in the degree to which these derive directly from
their own budgets. Usually, the larger strategic partners will provide the
fieldlab’s financial basis while the smaller partners contribute at the level
of individual activities or projects. This disparity carries the risk that the
larger partners in a collaboration will assume the role of commissioning body.
While this is understandable, it is hardly constructive. A successful implementation demands that the different parties are equally interdependent.
To convince parties to contribute financially was a huge job. The very
fact that you can’t explain exactly from the start what results can
be expected makes it not very attractive for parties to invest in them.
Linda Hooijer — Researcher Fieldlab Oost

The Amsterdam fieldlab method Basic funding for the Amsterdam
fieldlabs is provided by AUAS and Amsterdam municipality (i.e. the
urban districts). Both parties contribute in kind by making available
FTEs for fieldlab development and organization. This is a substantial
contribution; AUAS employees contribute at least 0.4 FTE and the urban
district probably nearly as much. On top of that, AUAS and the urban
districts each contribute a matching annual sum for fieldlab activities,
on average ca. € 80,000 by each partner. This € 160,000 annual budget
is available for activities and larger projects in the area.
For larger projects, a list of content-based design criteria safeguards
the fieldlabs’ problem-oriented strategy (see above). In addition, larger
projects qualify for these funds only if they can raise a matching amount
themselves. Up to 25 % of the total sum may be a contribution in kind
by the participants but the projects have to secure additional funding for
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the remaining 25%. This is based on the idea that the financial com
mitment of multiple parties implies that the project is actually addressing real needs.
This results in the following itemized budget for a sub-project:
v 25% is financed by AUAS out of its own priority-theme funds ; *
v 25% is financed by the urban district * (fieldlab partner);
v 25% is financed by one of the parties participating in the sub-project
(this can be a contribution in kind) ;
v 25% is (co-)financed by independent public organizations
(tweede geldstroom) and /or earmarked project-specific sources
(derde geldstroom).
* For projects with an average annual budget in excess of € 100,000 the
maximum allowed annual ‘interdisciplinary research programme,’ respectively
urban-district contribution is € 25,000.

ii i

LEARN
ING

* XX * DEELTITEL Subtitel

creating learning environments
———————
Local innovation environments are essential to the fieldlab
method: safe places where participants can try out innovative
methods and in the process learn together. The need to create
such places is not always self-evident. Sometimes, existing
innovation environments can be improved by means of a more
deliberate reflection. In other cases, a network has to be built
from scratch before a shared trajectory can be set in motion.
The next three chapters discuss experiences representing a
number of different points on this scale. Learning at the
kitchen table in Nieuw-West (chapter 5) is an example of
a deliberate intervention to improve children’s home learning
that was based on a solid foundation of institutional parties:
the municipality, primary schools and AUAS.
In World of Food (chapter 6), the council, a commercial party
and local chefs found each other. At the moment, however, the
experimental nature of this new Amsterdam Zuidoost food court
still lacks a learning component.
The same can be observed in another context, a project attempting in playful ways to bring about new social relations
between residents and the Amsterdam Oost urban district
(chapter 7). Here, observations and interventions by AUAS
are able to draw on past unpleasant experiences to help create
safe learning environments which facilitate reflection on
the changing governance of metropolitan issues.
The examples illustrate a wide range of learning environments
as well as the fact that they are never a given, often have to be
actively built, and require meticulous maintenance. The baseline
in each case is that they link an innovative context to a process
of reflection and learning.

BOOT outlet, urban district Nieuw-West.

Trainee BOOT, giving parents in the schoolyard information about De Keukentafel.

5
atze van den bos
marie-josé koerhuis

learning at the kitchen table
Realizing actual change is at the very heart of social innovation.
Project ‘De Keukentafel’ (‘The Kitchen Table’) therefore quite
rightly starts at the lowest and most concrete level by supporting
parents in creating a better learning environment for their children
at home. Personal contact and a situational approach are essential.
The starting point is that parents learn new skills and gain enough
confidence to continue to take an active part in their children’s
learning process. The actual ‘kitchen table’ interactions between
child, parent and student constitute a fine learning environment in
which the setting of children’s home learning is being improved.
Implementation is often difficult, particularly in families with
limited Dutch language skills. The challenge, which the project
shares with many experiments, is to make the step from individual
successes to broader applications. In this, the programme may above
all be a source of inspiration: through the parents, and with the
schools’ assistance, all these small learning environments together
may set in motion a larger process.
A Thursday afternoon, November, 2015
Sitting at a table in a living room in Nieuw-West are Educational
Science student Rochelle, Hicham (7), and his mother, Youssra.
Rochelle asks Hicham to make a drawing of the sea and the world
under water, in which he has to write words. Youssra looks on as
Hicham draws and writes.
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A Thursday afternoon, January, 2016
Hicham holds three dice in his hand. Rochelle is sitting at the table
and observes from a distance. Hicham throws the dice. ‘How much is that?’
asks his mother after his throw.
She says: ‘I knew I had to help Hicham, but I didn’t know how. I would
never have thought of using those dice, that you add them up. So that’s a
good thing, that we got that out of it, ha-ha.’

These situations are examples borrowed from De Keukentafel, a programme developed by AUAS’ BOOT (Buurtwinkel voor Onderwijs, Onderzoek en Talentontwikkeling, or ‘corner shop for education, research and
the fostering of talent’) and implemented by AUAS students of various
social-studies courses. De Keukentafel was developed in response to signals picked up by the councils of urban districts Nieuw-West and Zuidoost
and by BOOT that parents felt insecure as to how they could help their
school-going children. Not only the parents themselves but also primary
school teachers noticed that children received little, if any, encouragement
to learn outside school hours. De Keukentafel was developed in response
to this situation as a programme to teach parents how to better support
their children in their school work. The ultimate goal is to enhance the
children’s educational achievements.
Towards a diploma It hardly came as a surprise that Nieuw-West and
Zuidoost were the districts where parents were uncertain as to how to
help their children with their school work. Both districts face a number
of issues relating to children and families. In Nieuw-West (and particularly the garden cities Geuzenveld and Slotermeer), a relatively large
number of young people are struggling with psychosocial and debt-related
problems. Almost three out of ten households (28%) are low-income.1
Many children with a migration background have insufficient Dutch
language skills, even those who are second or third-generation, and they
tend to underperform at school. Over 20% of pupils are relegated to a
form of special-needs or basic-vocational education, while the average
for Amsterdam as a whole is 15 %. Many youngsters leave school without
basic qualifications.2
In urban district Zuidoost (particularly the Bijlmer-Oost housing
estate), the number of children doing poorly at school and ultimately
dropping out is likewise above the Amsterdam average. These children’s
career prospects are poor and they face a high risk of youth unemployment. Parental involvement in their children’s educational career is low
in Zuidoost.3
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Being on the alert with regard to children’s school results in the two
 rban districts is important, because those results are an indicator of the
u
likelihood that the children will graduate, and therefore of their employment prospects. A child’s school career largely decides the course of its
life. In the words of the Onderwijsraad (Education Council): ‘Generally
speaking, these days an intermediate-level vocational qualification is
essential for [someone to have] any real prospects on the employment
market and in society’.4
Moreover, a child’s earliest school results affect the rest of its educational career. The better a child is doing at primary school, the better it will
achieve in secondary and higher forms of education.5 It therefore makes
sense to put them on the right track already during their primary school
years, to ensure that more young adults leave school with a suitable
certificate.
The home environment is an important factor towards this positive
outcome.6 Many projects aiming to improve children’s school results
focus on adjustment of the school environment (deploying classroom
assistants, improving teacher competencies) or on improving the child’s
own competencies (tutoring, extra language lessons). Parents are usually
not involved in such projects. It is a missed opportunity, for the home en
vironment accounts for about half the variation in school achievements.7
Children whose parents help them with their homework and keep tabs
on their child’s progress at school are better motivated and achieve better
results.8 This means that, despite the school’s best efforts, a child is still
likely to underachieve or even to drop out altogether if its parents are not
providing enough support. This is why De Keukentafel focuses precisely
on the child’s home environment, i.e. the parents. The programme supplements existing resources like homework tutoring or additional support
for teachers at school.
De Keukentafel at work In the programme, the first step is to select the
families. Teachers suggest families who might benefit from a bit of extra
help. These families are then invited to an interview and asked about their
background and what they expect to get out of the programme. In the next
stage, the family is assigned a student who for the next fifteen weeks will
visit the family at home for an hour and a half. In the first few weeks the
student will concentrate on helping the child directly with its school work,
whereby one or both parents are explicitly urged to be present so that they
can observe what form homework support might take. After a while, the
student will invite the parents to become more actively involved and gradually take over from the student. This way, one or both parents learn how
to support the child’s learning process on their own. ‘We played Memory
ourselves one time, I and my daughter,’ one of the participating parents
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said. ‘I had printed pictures from the internet, we would colour them first
and then cut them out’.9
Three types of support are provided during these house visits: didactic,
practical and motivational. The didactic aspect concerns the learning
process itself. The importance of reading at home — by the child or to the
child — is explained, and the positive effects on the child’s educational
development of talking with the child about the story are emphasized.10
Secondly, the practical conditions for learning are addressed: realizing
a quiet environment (is the TV turned off ?), making sure school items
such as pens and notebooks are present, or taking a public library subscription. The final aspect to be addressed is motivating the child. The
parents and the student practice giving compliments or raising the child’s
interest in a certain subject.
The programme uses case-specific methods, deciding for every indi
vidual family how the parents may best contribute to improve their child’s
school skills.
Results Students not only implement the programme but also analyse its
results as part of their final study project, together with AUAS researchers.
Fieldlab Nieuw-West has carried out a systematic evaluation of De Keuken
tafel in collaboration with the AUAS research group Urban Education.
The sometimes very limited Dutch language skills of the parents not only
hampered the implementation of the programme itself but also complicated filling in questionnaires as part of the research.
Nonetheless, the results show that, on the whole, those involved in the
programme (children, parents, teachers) considered it a positive experience. The questionnaires reveal an upward tendency in the children’s
concentration and work attitude. Most of the interviewed parents reported that their child’s school work had improved, and so did several of the
teachers. The programme also boosted the parents’ confidence. Some who
participated in De Keukentafel remarked: ‘Maths is what gave her the most
trouble. And yes, thanks to the coaching that really has improved, it did.’
‘The teacher also says that things are going better now with language
and maths.’11
One of the programme’s secondary goals is to stimulate the students’
own development; this aspect was therefore also assessed. About half
the interviewed students stated that they had acquired new expertise or
skills in coping with cultural diversity. Students are also more accepting
of different cultures, although they indicated that they would like more
supervision in how to interact with families of different cultural backgrounds.
Although in general the programme was favourably received, the survey
also revealed a few issues that need to be resolved. An assessment of the
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children’s school achievements, work-related attitude, confidence and
concentration skills, for example, did not reveal any significant improvements. An explanation suggested by the parents is that in their opinion
a period of fifteen weeks is too short.12
After participating in De Keukentafel, parents reported to have become
more confident in their own ability to support their child. This is a relevant
outcome, for increased confidence often leads to a positive behavioural
change. Parents who are more confident are better able to solve problems
and are more self-reliant.13
That being said, the researchers’ expectations that an increase in confidence would go hand in hand with an increase in competence proved to
be unfounded, at least for the parents who participated in De Keukentafel.
The questionnaires revealed that the parents do not support their child’s
school work to a greater extent than before: they don’t read or play games
with it more often. They just think that they are better at it.
Questions for the future The results of the research project raise several
questions regarding De Keukentafel and similar future programmes.
First, to what extent are parents’ limited Dutch language skills compatible with the goals of De Keukentafel ? Is it possible to explain didactic aspects
to parents, e.g. the importance of rewards, if they can’t speak Dutch? The
students approached this issue pragmatically and coped by using gestures
or letting another member of the family act as an interpreter. In many cases,
however, this remedy was insufficient.
A possible solution would be to only select families for participation
whose grasp of Dutch is adequate. However, many families in need of
assistance would thus be left out. Another option would be to match
the families to students who speak the same language (often Turkish
or Arabic). A potential drawback is that this might stigmatize students

Research project by the research group Urban Education
De Keukentafel was systematically evaluated over a two-year
period, looking at the child’s progress at school and the parents’
skills (confidence, cognitive stimulation, school-oriented support).
In the school years 2014-2015 and 2015-2016, 110 families participated in the programme. In the evaluation, questionnaires were
filled in with the children and the parents, the children’s parents
and teachers were interviewed, and a control group was selected
of comparable children who did not participate. The data were
mostly collected by students.14
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and give them fewer opportunities to practice their Dutch skills, which are
essential to their future career. On the other hand, students who don’t
speak a second language might resent to be ineligible to work with certain
families; an introduction to different cultures is one of the most important
aspects of the programme and one to which they would have only limited
access in that case.
Second, the usefulness of short-term projects is not clear, as is the optimal period for interventions. The research project indicated that a fifteenweek intervention does not lead to an improvement in skills.
Next, how can parents be motivated to change their behaviour? Perhaps
more concrete and quantifiable instructions are needed than those issued
in the course of the programme for the past two years. For example, when
explaining the importance of reading to the child, a student might also
suggest a concrete schedule (‘read to the child for at least fifteen minutes
every day’). The research project has already resulted in improvements
and in the rejection of a number of prior assumptions. The next question is
how the programme might continue to evolve and what could and should
be the role of research in this learning environment.
Upscaling De Keukentafel is an example of deploying a small-scale
learning environment to tackle the tenacious metropolitan problem of
academic underachievement by means of a new form of interaction between children, parents, schools and a knowledge institution. More families with children will need to be supported if change is also to be brought
about at neighbourhood level. After all, Amsterdam Municipality and its
urban districts wish to remedy academic underperformance in areas such
as Nieuw-West and Zuidoost. This is based on the assumption that increasing the skills of parents and children (= micro-level), will ultimately
also lead to improvements in academic performance at neighbourhood
level (= meso-level). At present, however, De Keukentafel reaches only
eighty families a year, a tiny proportion; to expect visible changes at a
higher level with such small numbers would be over-optimistic. How to
reach more families?
Ongoing measures include the drafting of clear and evidence-based
guidelines which other professionals can then follow. Parents may also
give other parents useful tips, which would extend the project’s effectiveness beyond those who participated directly.
In short, De Keukentafel is and will always remain a project in progress.
A learning environment of this type requires constant attention and evo
lution. The search for a more widely applicable method is a good example.
The programme’s original core of weekly support sessions with families
remains but the practical implementation is constantly adjusted. In the

It is funny, really, my internship at AUAS
entails the supervision of students
who are likewise in training. I do home visits
to all the families to supervise the student
and to talk to the parents. In my supervision,
I try to draw on my experiences during my
own training.
The students often find the first contact
rather intimidating. Some students are scared
and don’t want to go alone; in that case I will
of course accompany them. But usually the
second visit is much easier. You know, students often come from every part of the
Netherlands. Imagine being from Volendam1 5
and all of a sudden having to do an internship in Zuidoost, that’s quite something else.
And [visiting people] in their own homes no
less! Many of them have been brought up with
Dutch norms and values. Suddenly they are
visiting a family where the parents are perhaps more strict. As a student, you have to
get used to that. I try to address that point in
my supervision: what cultural differences
exist and what should you as a student take
into account?
I myself am from Amsterdam West and
I know especially many Turkish and Moroccan people. Even for me, it was a completely
different world. The people who live in Zuid
oost often come from Surinam, the Dutch
Antilles or Ghana. I never used to come to
Zuidoost. Now, I know many people there.
Most residents are really nice, open and
friendly. We often discuss those cultural
differences with the parents, and they
will ask how things are in my own culture.
For instance when I ask if I should take
off my shoes.
Sitting down at the table and doing homework does not come naturally to every Zuid

Even to me, Zuidoost was
a different world
Eda Demir

Trainee-mentor De Keukentafel

oost family, but we do our best to train the
parents and the children to do it. Our primary
target is, really, to give the parents some tools
to coach their children in the future. There,
the students are an example to the parents.
They leave behind worksheets or games of
their own design which allow the parents to
continue on their own. Sometimes, however,
it doesn’t work out that way: some parents
just leave or go and do something else once
the student has arrived. Then it just becomes
a homework tutoring session and the parents
learn nothing. And that is exactly the point
of De Keukentafel, to get parents to become
more involved in their children’s school work.
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current school year, dozens of students are once again providing support
to selected families, and a number of final study projects are targeting
the programme. Who knows, one day a child which today takes part in
De Keukentafel may end up in the programme as a student or researcher.
That would complete the circle.

6
wander meulemans

world of food
Urban environments are full of interesting experiments which,
with a little effort, can be expanded into a fully fledged learning
environment. World of Food in Amsterdam-Zuidoost is a case
in point. Here, the Amsterdam council offers Zuidoost residents of
relatively vulnerable social-economic backgrounds an opportunity
to become self-employed by starting a professional restaurant.
In its search for new forms of entrepreneurship, the council is still
exploring its own new role and the extent to which it and the entrepreneurs are each accountable for the experiment’s success. For
a knowledge institution, to coach these ongoing experiments and to
effect greater self-awareness among the parties is an interesting
challenge. A pilot study reveals the potential added value but also
the potential hurdles of the process.
World of Food in Amsterdam-Zuidoost is an urban experiment in which
about twenty-five people have availed themselves of the opportunity to
set up a small kitchen. With this experiment the municipality wishes
to stimulate culinary entrepreneurship in the urban district and to attract
customers both locally and from elsewhere. World of Food also intends
to give Zuidoost residents of vulnerable social-economic backgrounds
a chance to start afresh as an independent professional chef. However,
the step towards the restaurant business turns out to be a large one. The
new chefs’ culinary zeal is obvious, but it takes more than that to manage
a small business.
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Watchers will be workers The Amsterdam-Zuidoost urban district is
promoting its World of Food project in order to strengthen the local economy. The policy’s aim is to ‘fully utilize the economic potential of a neighbourhood and its residents, thus contributing to that neighbourhood’s
economic viability and quality of life’.1 Economic viability is often defined
in terms of preventing money from leaving the area by ensuring that it is
spent locally. In theory, this would improve the local quality of life as it
would help economic facilities such as a supermarket, vegetable shop,
hairdressing salon or laundry to become fully functional.2 This area-based
strategy may be supplemented by one or more person-oriented or employeeoriented approaches in which the concept of the ‘neighbourhood economy’
also involves bringing employees and jobs together, or working together to
build a flourishing local enterprise. After all, about one third of employees
at local companies are locals. Such companies may for instance be newly
started and owned by people who live in the same area as where their business is located. This may have a positive effect on others, according to the
motto ‘watchers will be workers’.3 In theory, a flourishing local economy
in Zuidoost may therefore help to remedy the district’s social problems,
such as its relatively high unemployment rate. It is interesting to see how
this works out in the case of the new concept of World of Food.4
‘An unambiguous bonus for the city’ Amsterdam is a highly diverse city
and its various urban districts and neighbourhoods harbour many different
worlds. Zuidoost is a good example. It has always been an area where diversity is the norm, for it is here that migrants from all over the world congregate and build a new life from scratch.5 This they do above all by setting up
a new business. World of Food is experimenting with a new concept in
which individual Zuidoost chefs, often working from their own kitchens,
set up a small restaurant business using recipes from their own culture.
Together, these restaurants offer a multi-culinary menu. In 2015, after years
of preparation by the urban district and project developer Lingotto, World
of Food opened its doors.6 World of Food’s beating heart consists of twentyfive chefs who every day display and sell their best dishes in the food court.
Here, different culinary parts of the world and of the urban district merge.
Yvette’s Kitchen, for example, prepares many unknown Caribbean and
Colombian dishes carrying exotic names like ‘Kabritoe en Moro’ (rice and
beans), Toetoe Bakijou, Longanisa con Yuca and Johnny Cake, while the
kitchen staff at Stick Up, established by a chef with Indonesian roots, offers
a wide range of mild and sweet-and-sour satays from the island of Bali.
Along the side walls of this former garage the food court also contains a
few professional restaurants and a student café.7
After World of Food had opened its doors the Amsterdam council, as
instigator of this innovative experiment, found itself faced with some complex challenges. On the one hand, the council wishes to limit its involve-
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ment to facilitating social initiatives but, on the other, it also felt the need
to successfully supervise the experiment.8 There are signs that this has
caused some problems and that at the moment the project is still mostly
a ‘rough commercial diamond’. Amsterdam newspaper Het Parool, for
instance, after the opening called the former garage-turned-food court
‘an unambiguous bonus for the city’ but at the same time reported that
financially it was in heavy weather and the collaboration between its chefs
was not exactly smooth sailing either. 9
Start-ups bringing their hobbies along In this situation it is illuminating
to listen to a group of chefs from World of Food and learn about their ex
periences and needs in order to lift this innovative concept to a higher level.
Among other things, we asked them about their activities, what impediments
they encountered and what solutions they have found. We also asked them
what their wishes and intentions were and how these relate to their personal
development. The chefs define World of Food and as such also give shape
to the local economy. By looking through their eyes, we may learn how this
urban experiment could function better, how that might benefit similar
experiments, and what the role of knowledge institutions such as AUAS
might be in this process.
In the end, eight chefs were willing to talk to us as a group about their
experiences as entrepreneurs. Most of them are women, on average about
forty years old. They typically come from Surinam or the Dutch Antilles
and have finished some form of secondary education. They are quite
familiar with Zuidoost, for many of them have been living there with their
families for decades. They qualify themselves as a diverse group of people
who interact in a friendly fashion and who now for the first time are running
a business on the basis of their passion for cooking. “In a sense, we are all
start-ups bringing our hobbies along”, said one of the chefs. They qualify
themselves as start-ups because they all started at the same time. Yet their
previous histories are highly varied. Some felt they needed a career change
and left their old jobs, while others had not been in paid employment for
years. They also greatly differ in how much previous business experience
they had. Some had already set up and managed many small companies
before, while others had no previous business experience at all.
The ‘glocal hub’ as the ideal heart of the local economy In their descriptions of the Zuidoost economy the chefs make a sharp distinction between
the ArenA side 10 and ‘the neighbourhood’. ‘The new world’ of the ArenA
side comprises large global companies which amidst the many concerts and
sports events bring a new zest to the area. The area is bustling, but not in the
same way as the rest of Zuidoost. In ‘the neighbourhood’, east of the railway
tracks, you find the hustle and bustle of small businesses, often run by and
catering to Zuidoost’s highly diverse residents. The one centres on native
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Dutch people who live elsewhere, the other on the great variety of cultures
living in Zuidoost. To draw maximum benefit from this situation, World
of Food is quite rightly promoted as a ‘glocal hub’ where the international
meets the local.11
However, the chefs state that there is a global and a local version of
‘international’ and that the two don’t mingle in Zuidoost. For emotionally,
so they say, they don’t regard the ArenA side as part of Zuidoost. They
realize that this ‘new world’ can potentially generate more income, but
they doubt whether that is actually happening. According to one of the chefs,
employees and customers who come from the ArenA side don’t feel a connection with the local Zuidoost. ‘The people who come to the ArenA side
should go further into the neighbourhood’. This chimes in with the three
waves of customers who on weekdays visit the food court. Around 1 pm
the food court is fairly bustling with commuters who work in the nearby
business park and who around 6 pm are joined from the ArenA side by
dozens of people who arrive by car. After 8 pm, local Zuidoost residents visit
the food court. Often there is a relaxed crowd. The food court is favourably
situated near the A9 and A10 entry slip roads but does not benefit from the
many commuters who arrive in Zuidoost by train every day, since the walking distance from Station Bijlmer ArenA to World of Food is about twenty
minutes. Although the worlds of the ArenA side and the station seem to
be within reach they are actually still far away. The distance is not merely
physical but also psychological. Ironically, the same ‘outsiders’ who have
to bring ‘new money’ into the neighbourhood are also the people who sustain Zuidoost’s bad reputation.
This partly explains why the chefs’ economic prospects are not very
good. They often make long hours, starting by mid-morning and finishing
late at night. Working days of over twelve hours are common, also in the
weekends. The chefs themselves claimed to be doing sixty-hour weeks or
more. This obviously has an impact on their private lives. Taking a day off,
for example for a family outing, can be very difficult. By their own admission
these chefs are earning a monthly net income of ca. € 1,500, about one fifth
of which is spent again in Zuidoost on items like ingredients. This in itself
clearly demonstrates the disparity between the amount of invested time
and their income. Even a single person would be struggling to get by, let
alone a family. When World of Food had just started these entrepreneurs
could quite easily get financial support, but according to the chefs this
pro-active form of government support appears to have been terminated.
Too soon to go solo? As starting business owners the chefs are confronted
with many challenges, one of which is Zuidoost’s bad reputation among
outsiders. The group chafes at this, they are proud to live and run their
businesses here. It is this pride which sustains them and motivates them to
turn around Zuidoost’s image in a positive direction. Interestingly, at the
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same time there is a negative undercurrent among the group, a conviction
that this bad name is likely to be permanent.
However, this is not a paralysing notion, for some of the chefs would like
to expand to other locations in Zuidoost, such as Amsterdamse Poort. Nonetheless, to go from ‘intending’ to actually discussing concrete opportunities
seems to be a major step. Several hurdles present themselves. Properties
at other locations are very expensive, Dutch opening hours are ill suited to
the lifestyles of Zuidoost residents, and parking is no longer free. If these
entrepreneurs can’t expand, that would also slow down the economic growth
of the neighbourhood. Instead, the chefs say, the rules and regulations Zuid
oost residents run up against should be low-threshold, especially for people
who want to start from their own kitchens and would like to move on from
there.
They explain, each in their own way, the mismatch between government
rules and information facilities and their own everyday reality. For example,
there is a mismatch between council-organized information sessions for
entrepreneurs and their actual needs, and the available information on subsidies is confusing. The subsidy system is a veritable maze of rules and the
application procedures highly time-consuming. Supply and demand clearly
do not match. The chefs are openly wondering whether this mismatch is the
result of central Amsterdam policy alone. They observe that many of urban
district Zuidoost’s administrators are not local and consequently unfamiliar
with the residents and their various lifestyles.
Furthermore, the chefs state, the World of Food cooperation, the project
developer and the council are not enough aware of the situation from which

Before we were able to sit around the table with the chefs we first had to
work hard to establish good relations. Together with the market super
intendent we set up a trajectory for enticing a group of chefs to come
together. The trajectory included some form of compensation for the
chefs, to be delivered by AUAS after the conclusion of the interview.
It turned out that the participating chefs would like that compensation
to be in the form of instruction in good bookkeeping. They indicated
that they did not know how to keep an adequate financial administration
and as a result were uncertain as to how much exactly they were earning
and spending. This made planning rather complicated. Together with
BOOT Zuidoost we therefore organized a bookkeeping workshop for
World of Food, in which the basics of keeping a financial administration
were explained and the participants could use Excel worksheets to practice drawing up a balance sheet and an income statement and conducting
a bank statement check.
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Bookkeeping training at World of Food, organized by AUAS (top).
Inside World of Food (below).
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people are setting up their business, and they don’t provide adequate
support for business start-up or expansion. Purchasing supplies, cooking,
selling and cleaning take up so much time that administration and promotion are often neglected. After World of Food’s messy start, many chefs
also felt pressured into going without support very quickly, which caused
anxiety.
The impression, presented by newspaper Het Parool, of a lack of mutual
cooperation was partly confirmed by the chefs. Within the food court, which
consists of a ground-floor arcade and a second one upstairs, the chefs who
worked upstairs interacted with noticeable familiarity and also shared
cooking gear. ‘We are a family, and those downstairs are our neighbours’,
as one of the first-floor chefs put it. It would be an overstatement to describe
this division as rigid, for contacts between the two arcades are certainly
friendly, but there is more of a community feeling among those on the upper
arcade. Nonetheless, the interviewed group, which includes chefs from both
floors, expressed a desire to collaborate in many ways. With respect to economic opportunities for Zuidoost, for example, they would like to exchange
ideas with the professionals, but they would also like to see more sharing
of knowledge and expertise within World of Food so as to be able to help
each other and other starting entrepreneurs in Zuidoost. For, so they argue,
‘If we help them, they might perhaps help us in return.’ The big question
however, raised in a subsequent interview, is: who makes the first move?
There is consensus on the need to cooperate; nevertheless this group of
chefs remains wary.
Towards an optimal learning environment When we try to look through
the eyes of the chefs, it is clear that they are still facing a number of major
challenges. While the World of Food experiment raised considerable enthusiasm the project is still far from finished. It is therefore important to create
an optimal learning environment that will enable the chefs to expand their
professional career, which would benefit World of Food as a whole. Three
additional elements may contribute to this.
First, it is advisable to start small and to work towards a more intensely
shared appreciation of world cuisine as a whole and of the struggles of each
individual chef to keep the business afloat. The question is, how to build
a peer-to-peer environment in which chefs can learn. How do chefs view
each other? As colleagues, or as competitors? What opportunities for cooperation exist? How do you implement them, given that everyone is working
sixty hours a week? Not only the food court itself would reap the benefits
but also the professional restaurants in the immediate vicinity might take
part in this.
Second, there is the issue of access to the support provided by the (local)
council for start-up companies. With the term ‘access’ we refer both to
the question as to whether the content of these programmes corresponds
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to the chefs’ own needs, and also to the communication regarding the programmes themselves and application procedures. The chefs are aware that
such programmes exist but they cannot always reach out to them. Which
programmes are available? What are the deadlines? What must the chefs do
to be admitted? What are the conditions? This is a problem of time as much
as knowledge. Knowing there is help out there but being unable to reach it
can be demotivating. The council, as the main partner and initiator of the
World of Food experiment, should extend more of a helping hand to the
food court chefs, yet the political-administrative situation forces that same
council to retreat. The question to what extent the chefs can be supported
is a vexing one.
Third, the interview demonstrates that chefs are dreaming about expanding their business outside Word of Food even before they have made
any progress. The idea is to explore deeper into the urban district or even
beyond, and people are quite aware that this requires the continued pro
fessionalization of their business. What the chefs are looking for is expertise in (small) business management.
This is just the beginning To this group of chefs, the establishment of
World of Food was a positive event. Together, they have successfully turned
a bleak parking garage into a culinary paradise, and they have become
a household word in Zuidoost.
Those who started from a position of insecure employment jumped at
this opportunity to better themselves. The uncertainty, however, persists.
While the chefs create their own work and are able to improve themselves,
as entrepreneurs they still lack a stable income. According to Standing
(2014), stability is precisely what this group of people from a vulnerable
social-economic background needs most in order to gain a sense of direction in their lives. Not only is their income is insecure but they also doubt
their own abilities. To these chefs, every aspect of running a business is
a challenge. This relates to skills but also to the vast number of government
rules. At times the group feels they will be overwhelmed by it all.
Uncertainty is part and parcel of being a pioneer. Not only for the chefs
but also for the government who as the initiator of this experiment is facing
the fact that paving the way for people to employment may mean having to
guide them along it as well. In a sense, this World of Food experiment is like
a lab in which participants who are coming from a vulnerable background
are asking for more certainty. The first thing to do therefore is to create
a context that encourages learning and in which mistakes are acceptable
as part of the process of ‘learning on the job’. The Amsterdam knowledge
institutions possess the necessary expertise to create such a learning
environment. Educational institutions with a social-cultural focus could
contribute to peer-to-peer learning, economic faculties could assist in the
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process of professionalization, and faculties of Public Administration
or Law could help to make existing legislation and regulation intelligible
and more relevant to this group.
Ideally, this yet to be developed learning environment in World of
Food should serve as an example to the rest of the city. In this, the chefs’
enthusiasm and the government’s ambitions coincide; both would like to
see World of Food more integrated with Zuidoost (and the ArenA side).
Both are also aware that World of Food is more than a food court and that
it can contribute in crucial ways to the quality of life in the area. More is
at stake here than just earning money; it is also about people being able to
help each other.12 That being the case, the chefs nonetheless feel that they
are left to their own devices too soon, and moreover that there is no solid
community within World of Food yet that is capable of organizing a learning
environment on its own.
Back to the metaphor of the ‘rough commercial diamond’, which World
of Food certainly is. The sparkle of this diamond originates deep down.
The chefs are proud of Zuidoost and see the urban district changing for
the better all around them. Nonetheless, beside the sparkle there is also
a rough side, confirming the impression that to the chefs of World of Food,
the pioneering phase has only just started.

The author would like to express his gratitude to Viroen Soebedar,
Jacco Ligthart, Ludwig Brown and the chefs who participated in the interview.
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playfully towards
new relations
Bringing about social innovation in neighbourhoods is inevitably a
difficult process. New initiatives challenge not only existing customs
and practices but occasionally also rules and cultures. A confrontation
involving an ambitious civic initiative being given the cold shoulder
by an urban council is a classic one. Nonetheless, the two almost
always need each other. It is therefore important to experiment to
find out how we might turn an occasionally unpleasant confrontation
into a collaborative learning process. How can a difficult interaction
induce the participants to self-reflection? By playing with roles,
expectations and various modes of behaviour, ingrained patterns
may be changed. Experiments with new approaches are thus reduced
to the essential question of whether the parties reach a mutual understanding. This result is a hard constraint if local attempts at social
innovation are to have a chance of having a broader impact.
The quest for new relations between professionals, government representatives and residents for the purpose of achieving social innovation at a local
level has only just started. For these groups to understand and learn from
each other may take a long time. Pieces of the puzzle of roles, language,
interests and backgrounds do not fit. Yet, people manage to find each other.
Sometimes because of a breakthrough from inside, at other occasions with
a little help from outside. In this process collaborative learning can be a
moving force.
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Beyond cold words
For one year, local residents Fred and Anna have been actively engaged
in starting up De Egelbuurt foundation’s neighbourhood initiative. Residents want to collectively take over a number of social and maintenancerelated activities in the area. They [Fred and Anna] have come to discuss
the project’s progress with two urban district Zuid administrators, Tina
and Jan. One year earlier, the project received a start-up subsidy as part
of the programme Ruimte voor Maatschappelijk Initiatief (‘Room for
Social Initiative’). The money has hardly been touched; instead, a new
plan has been drafted in which the foundation’s activities and goals have
been modified and a new a proposal for a cooperation is presented. The
meeting does not go well, for the original plan contained certain targets
and Tina and Jan had expected to hear to what extent these have been
realized. They are now making uninvited recommendations to postpone
both the cooperation and the collaboration with other parties and instead first to see to it that the foundation is placed on a firmer footing.
Fred and Anna reply that they have not come to ask the urban district’s
blessing or to report back, but to communicate. They explain how for
the past year they have shed blood, sweat and tears to establish a basis
for the foundation by initiating all sorts of things and by building up a
network. The initiating group is now asking whether after this intense
start-up period it would be possible to prolong the original subsidy for
one more year. Tina and Jan reply that the urban district will be unlikely
to go along with that. The meeting ends in disappointment for both parties. One month later, following a written request by De Egelbuurt to be
allowed to temporarily set aside the usual accountability structure and
to make mistakes, the subsidy is indeed continued for one year, on the
basis of the new plan. Tina now regularly visits De Egelbuurt for a cup
of coffee and a chat about the latest developments, in which she often
voices her own opinion.
The above situation (names and details have been altered) shows that
making room for local social initiative1 is a long and hazardous road. The
local administration is keen to encourage greater civic participation in
social and care-related facilities and services in the local neighbourhood.
Yet, when residents start to organize themselves in order to fulfil these roles
or take over these tasks, it becomes obvious that we are still in the middle
of that transition. This issue revolves around changing relations between
government representatives, residents and/or professionals. Sometimes, as
in the example above, the efforts of all those involved ultimately and without any outside intervention result in a new equilibrium in those relations,
but often this is not the case.
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The characteristics of collaborative learning Successful collaborative
learning is defined as a process in which participants who each observe
different aspects of a problem explore those differences in a constructive
fashion and find solutions that transcend what they from their respective
individual perspectives thought possible.2 This requires reflective forms of
communication and action whereby the participants, on a basis of equality,
take their different interests, opinions and views with respect to a complex
issue into account.3 Dillenbourg divides collaborative learning into three
distinct stages: ‘[1] a situation in which particular [2] forms of interaction
among people are expected to occur, which would trigger [3] learning mechanisms, but there is no guarantee that the expected interactions [and thus
learning mechanisms] actually occur.’4 Together to transcend individual
views and interests in order to reach mutual understanding and so to find a
solution is a beautiful ideal, but one that is difficult to achieve.
If we analyse the third stage — learning processes — of the case presented
above, we obviously hope that each participant will become more aware
of the other party’s expectations and that they will find a solution together.
For this, certain interactions [ 2 ] between the participants are necessary
in which escalation is avoided and expectations are made explicit. Those
interactions are in turn influenced by the initial conditions [ 1 ], such as a
shared long-term goal, but also by differences in expertise and expectations
among the stakeholders. If we perform Dillenbourg’s analysis on each of
these three stages, the following characteristics of collaborative learning
emerge:
1 Initial conditions:
a The stakeholders more or less share a common goal.
b On the trajectory towards that goal, one of the stakeholders is
confronted with an impediment.
c The differences in expertise and expectations between the
participants are not insurmountable.
2 Aspects of interactions:
a Meeting face to face as often as possible.
b Everybody participates on an equal footing.
c Everybody is entitled to question the format of the discussions.
d Misunderstandings are acceptable and can be set right.
e Everybody is entitled to criticize suggested solutions.
3 Potential learning processes ( I = individual ; C = collective ) :
a Repeating what is being said, to confirm or add to it (I).
b Acknowledging the validity of what the other is thinking or
believing (I).
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c Handling conflicting opinions successfully and appreciating
them (I).
d Fully integrating new forms of interaction (I).
e Reaching agreement on the nature of the problem (C).
f Reaching agreement on a potential solution to the problem (C).
g Building a robust team by means of mutual reflection (C).
In the case study, the initial conditions (stage 1) comprise a shared longterm goal in the form of a quest for a participatory society, albeit couched
in different terms. The project initiators seem to regard challenges during
the start-up phase of the initiative, such as building a network of those
who are willing to contribute, as a problem. The participants in the meeting
differ in their expertise and expectations mainly due to their different
roles: the government representatives are accustomed to working within
accountability structures, while the active residents are dealing with a
‘tough’ neighbourhood. Overall, it is the disparities in expertise (characteristic 1c) and expectations in particular which from the outset render a
difficult meeting likely.
During the meeting (stage 2), in a room at the urban district office, those
present seemingly participated on an equal footing, but the differences
mentioned above made it difficult to reach an agreement. The residents
commented on the way the meeting was progressing. They preferred to
communicate rather than report, but the urban district refused to honour
that request at the time (characteristic 2c). The misunderstanding (characteristic 2d) with respect to the urban district’s approval or disapproval
of the altered plans was not resolved. On the basis of their experience with
the urban district, the administrators were — understandably — highly
sceptical with regard to the proposed extension of the subsidy.
It seems likely that it was not during but after the meeting that the individual participants learned (stage 3) to value conflicts of opinion or to
acknowledge the validity of what the other person was thinking. Following
the meeting, the administrators first managed to obtain internal support
at the urban district for the proposed extension, which implies that the
residents’ arguments were valid. That caused a breakthrough with respect
to the misunderstanding (characteristic 2d), for in doing so the urban district expressed its confidence in the initiators’ capacity for planning their
own future. This made it possible even after the meeting to come to a shared
understanding (characteristic 3e) as well as a mutually acceptable solution
(characteristic 3f ) of the problem. It seems likely that only after this decision, and with hindsight, the participants were able to fully perceive and
appreciate the existing conflicting opinions. The written request for a different form of communication (characteristic 2c) during future meetings
caused a breakthrough in this respect, as was apparent during Tina’s coffee
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Employee urban district Oost, talking to local residents during
an information meeting on structural maintenance (see chapter 12).
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chats at De Egelbuurt, where she expressed her views in a different manner.
These successes perceivably contributed to a certain team spirit (characteristic 3g), which during a successive meeting may have been manifest in
a different mood and a more open conversation.
As was mentioned earlier, collaborative learning does not always occur
automatically, especially if those involved are new to the process. This is
why Dillenbourg urges for the development of interventions that will increase the chance of a successful interplay of initial conditions, interaction
and learning processes. How to optimize this interplay between government representatives, residents and professionals, who are each trying to
take on new roles and learn new forms of behaviour, is an important question, particularly in a context where residents take the initiative.5
Conditions for collaborative learning To set in motion a shared learning
process, we, as researchers, at the request of the participants facilitate
interventions to start a process of reflection on the (early stages of ) the
collaboration. This may occur when a group of stakeholders is meeting for
the first time, or when the group has already convened several times. What
follows is a case study in which such an intervention took place in a number
of stages.
In Fieldlab Oost, the urban district was interested to learn what would
be needed to bring local residents into contact with more vulnerable people.
Over the last few years, experiments to this effect had been carried out
in various places in the city but the issue remained a difficult one. In De
Gooyer, however, a nursing home in the Dapperbuurt neighbourhood run
by care organization Cordaan and housing elderly as well as mentally
challenged individuals, it had already been standard practice for years,
and seemingly without effort. Both the urban district and De Gooyer itself
were keen to find out why this location was so successful.
First, the setting: the nursing home has a ground-floor café/meeting
place, which also welcomes people from the local neighbourhood. Why do
these visitors keep coming back, and would it be possible to copy that elsewhere? None of those involved had discussed it among themselves in a structured fashion before, and certainly the urban district representatives had
not. The project turned into a collaborative learning process in which every
step was decided together with all the stakeholders, and traditional social
relations (including those with the researchers) began to shift.
The first stage consisted of interviews, conducted by students and one
researcher and concentrating on De Gooyer’s success in attracting local
residents. The respondents comprised visitors, nursing-home residents,
volunteers (the receptionists, who also tended the bar), and Cordaan professionals. This was followed by a student presentation of the results to the
respondents. Among other things, these revealed that the visitors found
each other congenial company, guests felt welcome, and the atmosphere
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was open, safe and tolerant. To illustrate the latter point, a price for tolerance of gay and lesbian elderly was mentioned, which De Gooyer had won.
The students also observed that their respondents appreciated the fact
that consumptions were not mandatory for visitors. One interviewed man,
for example, who was homeless, said that he enjoyed being able to just sit
for a while without having to order anything. A point of critique that came
up was that many considered the music at De Gooyer too monotonous and
too often from the Dutch repertoire. Upon discussion, those who attended
decided not to stop after the presentation but to invite representatives of
the urban district for a focus meeting on potential issues for improvement.
Previously, contacts between the urban district and De Gooyer had been
limited.
Analysis of this situation by means of Dillenbourg’s stages shows that
it contained all the elements necessary for collaborative learning in an
open conversation. Audience members repeatedly interrupted the students’
presentation with illustrative anecdotes. This ‘mirror’ set in motion a
shared reflection (characteristic 3g) on the implicit relations between the
volunteers, professionals, visitors and residents that were at the root of
De Gooyer’s success. In addition, those directly involved with the nursing
home from now on shared an additional research goal: to find out how things
could be even better. In a sense, the presentation of the preliminary results
prepared the ground for a favourable outcome of the collaborative learning
process in the focus meeting.
Towards a shared understanding The second stage, the focus meeting,
also began with a brief presentation of the results of the exploratory phase.
One of the things emerging from spontaneous additions was that the present situation has its roots in the 1970s, in a local pensioners’ club. When
De Gooyer was built in 1981 the club was moved there. Many, although not
all, visitors have a connection to the location, either as volunteers or as
acquaintances/relatives of residents. De Gooyer’s success is ascribed to its
combination of a tolerant culture and the safe environment which results
from it. The professionals express that in their work, without being seen
as patronizing. Moreover, many local residents work as volunteers. The
receptionists (also volunteers) are greatly appreciated; they create a pleasant atmosphere whilst keeping an eye on what goes on. Besides all these
positive points the focus meeting also brought to the surface some issues
that needed attention. During the discussion the group realized the importance of strengthening the ties between the nursing home residents and
the neighbourhood; of expanding the ‘structured hospitality’ (one visitor)
but without imposing too much structure (another visitor). Another question was whether attempts should be made to establish closer relations
between the different visitor groups (Moroccan, Surinam Dutch, Dutch
Antillean, native Dutch). Those who attended the meeting would like to
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r econsider the serving of alcohol, at what hours, and how much. As to the
voiced critique with regard to the choice of music, the group finally decided
to make the music negotiable.
The focus meeting, which was chaired and supervised by an AUAS
researcher, provided ample opportunity for subjective experiences and
opinions. It also facilitated, in a playful fashion, an equal and democratic
exchange of views. À la Dillenbourg, this debating environment gave rise
to a shared understanding of the challenges, possible solutions to some
questions, and a team spirit. The participants were also willing to continue
working on improving and strengthening the collaboration between parties
who had been previously involved but had hardly spoken to each other
before. The focus meeting inspired the urban district to organize a project
meeting on the Dapperbuurt at De Gooyer, in which also two housing associations, welfare organization Dynamo and AUAS participated. One of
the issues raised during that meeting was whether and to what extent outside visitors can be more of service to the residents.
The participants in stage 2 agreed on a third stage in which they will
organize a follow-up meeting together with De Gooyer. This will be a workshop, to elaborate on the questions that were raised and on possible solutions by means of what is being called ‘forum theatre’ (see below). A number
of other participants will also be invited, including volunteers and professionals of Dynamo who are the organizers of the weekly ‘Resto van Harte’
(‘Heartfelt Restaurant’) at the nursing home.
Playing with methods There are many ways to encourage a shift in social relations by means of reflection. In the present context, with widely
divergent and moreover changing roles, we have adopted a specific range of
methods. We found ourselves applying (elements of ) existing interventions
that suited the context and facilitated experimentation with roles and
existing social relations. Humour and fun were important elements in the
process. Examples in point are brief interventions to loosen up a meeting
(e.g. ‘speed dating’)6 or more elaborate forms borrowed from the theatrical
literature (e.g. ‘playback theatre’).7 Such interventions positively influence
the nature of the collaborative learning process; at the same time, they often
comment on the status quo in ways the participants can identify with. Our
selection of intervention forms derived from the research group around
Engeström, who links the phenomenon of the carnival to collaborative
learning.8 After all, a carnival consists of three elements which reinforce
each other: everyone joins in trying out new roles, the existing social
order and its inequality are suspended, and everyone interacts without
constraints or prejudice. The concept is a powerful tool to connect groups
of people. Ideally, participants start to relax and to like each other, and
then grab the opportunity to step out of their customary role, including
the behaviour and language that go with it.
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While organizing an actual full-blown carnival may not be feasible, an
ideal example of a related method, and one we often apply, is the forum
theatre,9 a method developed in Brazil in the early 1970s. Situations for
which it is suitable include those in which the goal is to reduce inequality
in power and to give vulnerable citizens a voice. Forum theatre is a theatre
game in which the participants are all fellow-actors in a familiar, difficult
situation by voluntarily taking turns in a constantly evolving scene. This
form of participatory theatre experiments with the various aspects of
the situation in question, such as roles, expectations, potential solutions,
language, behaviour and attitude. Humour and fun flow almost effortlessly
from it. As an added bonus, the participants also gain physical experience
with alternative forms of non-verbal action. After the performance, a collective reflective session explores which alternatives are generally preferred.
Some of our other projects, outside the fieldlab, have shown this method
to be also well suited to developing new roles, as in the case presented at
the beginning of this chapter. Some caution is in order, however: humour,
for example on the basis of exaggeration, can have a different effect in
different cultures.
Upwards from a micro-level At the beginning of this chapter we presented the challenge of changing the complex social relations between various
stakeholders with respect to providing more room for social initiative in
municipal policies. We have selected two cases in which application of
the theory of collaborative learning resulted in altering internal or external
relations, so as to illustrate a series of interventions that might contribute
to the process at a micro-level. Depending on the opportunities provided by
each context, we deploy forms of intervention that might be called ‘playful’
or ‘carnivalesque’. The underlying assumption is that these forms have certain characteristics — everybody takes part, the social order is suspended,
contacts proceed without prejudice — which have a positive effect on collaborative learning. In a situation where collaborative learning is successful,
social relations will automatically start to shift. The challenge is to find or to
develop an appropriate intervention for a specific situation. Fieldlab Oost’s
second case is a good illustration of the effectiveness of collective decisionmaking regarding the intervention.
A positive shift in social relations at micro-level does not automatically
generate spontaneous changes at other, more institutional or organizational
levels. Once returned to their own institutional setting, the players at microlevel again face the modus operandi, culture and formalities within their
institution or context, and e.g. the way funding is being allocated. Such
reservations notwithstanding, successes at a micro-level can in the long run
help to bring about the changes at institutional or organizational levels that
are necessary for actual space to be set aside for resident initiatives with
respect to adopting certain government tasks. In the two cases mentioned
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above, we observe that the urban district representatives started to move
into the sphere of the local residents to discuss together the pros and cons of
the initiatives. In doing so they contributed to an open process, based on
inclusive conversations, of finding other stakeholders both within and
outside their own context. On the one hand, this is a boost for experimental
forms of self-regulation. On the other, relevant arrangements, formal competencies and frameworks for funding are subjected to a critical review,
free from pressure. Stimulating collaborative learning at micro-level may
thus contribute to the co-creation at macro-level of conditions favourable
to social initiative.

stakeholder
participation
———————
Our fieldlab method is firmly rooted in stakeholder participation
at the diagnosis and solution-building stages with respect to
complex metropolitan issues. However, several challenges must
be overcome to induce the parties to become involved. Who are
the stakeholders, how to discover their needs, and how to translate this knowledge into action by civic professionals?
The next three chapters each illustrate a different approach by
stakeholders. To boost the financial self-reliance of vulnerable
groups (chapter 8), a committed but also critical approach
was adopted. Research shows a disparity between what these
groups say and think about their own financial situation, and the
actual risks of financial problems their actions may carry. Selfawareness of this disparity is key to increase the effectiveness
of the involved professionals’ interventions.
In the spatial research project Mijn Straat (‘My Street’)
(chapter 9), the focus is on the level of the individual street and
the visible signs of appropriation it contains. It is at this level
that the effects of choices made by spatial-planning professionals
are most immediately visible in the social use of the space available to the residents. They become more equal partners in a
dialogue with the spatial professional and thus potentially more
involved in the neighbourhood’s spatial development.
Finally, the research project which addresses the image
of Zuidoost (chapter 10) involves a large number of the urban
district’s stakeholders in a process of sketching visions of the
future. Drawing on local sources and expressions, characteristics and scenes of Zuidoost were reconstructed which revolved
around the perspective of its residents and entrepreneurs.
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a stitch in time saves nine
Amidst the changing relations between the government and citizens,
a greater appeal is made to people’s ability to manage their own
affairs. The underlying assumption is that most people can and /or
are willing to do that, and if they don’t, that they are able to find their
way to suitable forms of assistance. Although everyone would agree
that a stitch in time saves nine, individuals can only be self-reliant if
they are first and foremost capable of self-diagnosis. However, to learn
such skills in turn requires a certain level of awareness of the risks
of a financial situation. A proper understanding of how the residents
themselves view their financial situation is therefore essential to
ensure that the available options for support match the residents’
needs. Research and experiments are expected to reveal to what
extent people can (or believe they can) manage their own affairs,
and how this self-reliance might be increased.
In Amsterdam Nieuw-West, a number of factors collide to render financial
self-reliance a potential problem. A substantial number of residents are
struggling socially, economically or culturally. They live on low incomes,
are poorly educated and sometimes functionally illiterate, have an insufficient grasp of the Dutch language, and suffer from poor health.1 To what
extent do these residents possess the necessary skills, competencies
and expertise to successfully manage their financial affairs, and what are
the implications for a match between supply and demand?
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With its ca. 146,000 residents, Nieuw-West is Amsterdam’s largest urban
district. Its dominant feature is its great variety of cultures: over half the
residents have a non-Western background; in some neighbourhoods even
more.2 Urban district Nieuw-West faces a number of social issues, such
as poverty, (youth) unemployment, health problems, and issues relating to
Dutch language skills and integration, all of which are being addressed
by social support organizations. In 2014, ca. 40 to 60% of residents in the
entire urban district Nieuw-West were struggling to make ends meet.3
Twelve percent of residents reported a lack of control over their own lives.4
Specific target zones are the garden cities Geuzenveld and Slotermeer.
Research carried out by Amsterdam municipality revealed that the residents of these areas score well below the Amsterdam average with respect
to health, social-economic position and overall self-reliance.5 This is an
undesirable situation for the individuals concerned, since they are forced
to rely heavily on, and indeed depend on, outside assistance and support.
But it is also an undesirable situation for the (local) council, who strives for
maximum civic self-reliance.
A challenge Together with our partners, we at Fieldlab Nieuw-West were
confronted with the question: how can we guide residents towards greater
financial self-reliance and the prevention of (problematic) debts in the
future? We decided to go for a quick-win strategy: how can the current support infrastructure be adjusted so as to strengthen the residents’ financial
self-reliance? Among other things, this may involve remedying a lack of
skills, competencies and expertise, for example in the context of applications for benefits and local income supplements, but also by convincing
residents to ask for help if they receive an official letter they do not (fully)
understand. Our goal is explicitly to establish a close fit between the adjusted support infrastructure and the needs of the Nieuw-West residents and
of professionals.
In this section we will discuss what we have learned during the first
few stages of our research and development project. To what extent are
the Nieuw-West residents already financially self-reliant? What forms of
support would they like to receive on their journey towards greater financial self-reliance, and what are the implications for what is currently
being offered? The project is still ongoing; what follows here is an interim
report.
In our research we use the Nibud6 definition of financial self-reliance:
‘A person is financially self-reliant if they are capable of well-considered
choices to the effect that their financial situation is balanced, in the short
and in the long term’.7 This definition describes a situation in which individuals independently manage their finances and financial administration
and in that context make decisions to the effect that they avoid ending up

8

A stitch in time saves nine

in arrears. That does not necessarily mean that they do everything themselves. What is does mean is that they seek help in time: people should know
that they must ask for assistance if they don’t know what to do. This may
include handling and responding to letters or bills, but also a decision
whether or not to take out a particular insurance. Dealing with such issues
requires literacy, math and digital skills, the application of which becomes
manifest in the presence or absence of certain competencies as defined
by Nibud.8
1 Taking stock — Consumers have access to an inventory of their options
for balancing their budget.
2 Responsible spending — Consumers adjust their spending patterns
to ensure a balanced household budget in the short term.
3 Planning — Consumers are aware of the financial implications of
middle- and long-term wishes and events and adjust their current spending
accordingly.
4 Making an informed choice regarding financial products — Consumers
base their choices of financial products on budgetary considerations
and whether or not such products suit their own character and personal
and household situation.
5 Sufficient expertise — Consumers possess all the necessary expertise
to bring and keep their household budget balanced in the short, middle
and long term.
Behaviour and the reality Most of the Nieuw-West residents we interviewed 9 were satisfied with their own financial behaviour and abilities.10
Half of them (52%) stated to be quite well versed in money matters. A total
of 80% reported to be highly to fairly competent in dealing with money
and organizing their mail, expenditures and administration. Only 4%
called themselves incompetent. Of the interviewed individuals, 15% said
they were receiving help with their finances. More than 10% would like
to get help but is currently not receiving any. Help is usually sought in
people’s own intimate circle. 35% of respondents stated that they occa
sionally asked neighbours, friends or relatives for help; ca. 20% indicated
they would not know where to find help if they were to need it. Over one
third of residents said they experienced difficulties finding (accurate)
financial information.
However, when compared to the national figures, the Nieuw-West
residents’ financial behaviour is potentially disastrous. About half of the
interviewed individuals stated to have been in arrears or overdraft or to
have borrowed money in the previous year. The latest edition of the national
Monitor Betalingsachterstanden (‘Monitor Arrears’) reported a percentage
of 32.1.11 One in six of Nieuw-West residents had an outstanding loan with
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relatives or friends in the past year, against a national ratio of one in twelve.12
Almost 25 % of residents have no savings in any form — Nibud reports a
national percentage of 15.13
Ca. 40% of residents have no financial reserves to cope with unexpected
costs, such as a new refrigerator. Research indicates that this is the main
risk factor in the accumulation of serious debts.14 Incidentally, the buffer
used in our research was substantially less than the minimum of € 3550
recommended by Nibud for a single-person household in 2012.15 Ca. 10% of
residents frequently forget to pay their bills, and almost two in three occasionally receive a bill they did not anticipate. In view of the fact that 40%
has no financial buffer, this is a disconcerting observation.
In short, we observed a considerable discrepancy : while Nieuw-West
residents judge their own financial expertise and skills to be fair to good,
questions as to their actual behaviour reveal that at least some residents
are at financial risk and are likely to fall into debt or are already in debt.
In essence, people are insufficiently aware of the financial risks, in the

Research financial self-reliance Nieuw-West The research group
Poverty Intervention is conducting a multi-annual study into financial
self-reliance in Amsterdam Nieuw-West which comprises a number
of stages and various activities:
v
v
v

v

An inventory of the financial self-reliance of Nieuw-West residents
by means of a survey among residents.
An inventory of the current support infrastructure by means of
internet searches and interviews with professionals.
An evaluation of a number of specific initiatives or projects by
means of interviews, observations and limited baseline and followup assessments of the learning effects at participant level.
In collaboration with field partners, exploring new options for
reinforcing residents’ financial self-reliance by means of workshops
with those involved and by subsequently formulating and implementing a new range of options.

The project targets Nieuw-West residents who do not yet have problematic debts. Those who have applied for or are currently participating
in a debt management plan are already in the picture, but those who
have not applied are invisible. We wanted to know to what extent this
group was able to cope financially and if their skills were sufficient
to prevent serious financial problems in the near future.
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a bsence of the competencies and skills that are essential to be able to be
financially self-reliant. The residents’ own assessment of their own skills
is either unrealistic or overstated or, towards outsiders, people pretend
to be better at it than they actually are. This is always a point of concern,
for its means that such individuals will not seek help even when they need
it. It weakens their financial self-reliance, which is worrying.
Learning from those who seek help It stands to reason that the group
of people who overestimate their own skills and expertise would be slow to
seek support. Those who don’t know what they don’t know will not ask for
help. However, the overview presented above also shows that 15% of the
interviewed persons reported to be receiving help. Although this is usually
within their own intimate circle, some residents make use of (locally) available formal options. Who are these people, and what are the questions or
problems for which they are seeking help?
For the past two years, we have worked closely with a number of field
partners, including BOOT Nieuw-West and Grip op je Geld Slotermeer /
Geuzenveld, two organizations providing low-threshold assistance on issues
including financial matters. We observed that these organizations’ (financial) walk-in consultation hours are frequently attended by residents who
are on welfare and who have a migration background. Typically, these individuals’ Dutch language skills are limited, which makes it hard for them to
read letters or to engage in other forms of communication. Many of their
questions relate to this; they are uncertain and do not understand the letters
they received.
It depends on what is in the letter. If I can’t read it, I need help. Also, if
I need to contact organizations and it is about something complicated, like
arranging a payment scheme, I don’t dare to do it myself.
Resident visiting Grip op je Geld wishing to arrange a payment
scheme for a tax debt
Sometimes, residents doubt whether they have understood a letter correctly, and they seek confirmation. An additional issue for some residents is
a lack of digital skills and having difficulty navigating through modern
society’s bureaucracy and rules. It is one of the reasons why they find it
impossible to manage their own administration and/or finances. Other
reasons may be that some of the visitors are unable to make ends meet on
their low income, that people are in arrears or in debt (often taxes), or that
they lack the necessary financial expertise and skills. Financial questions
range from an inability to understand letters to wishing to apply for income
support or exemptions or arranging debt payment schemes.
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Last time, I got help here with an application for a council tax
exemption. Now I got yet another a letter about council tax. To me,
that is a lot of money.
Resident visiting BOOT for a tax exemption and municipal
income support
Residents who do ask for help, and who by implication are aware of the
deficiencies in their own expertise and skills, mostly do so informally, by
asking neighbours, friends or relatives. Typically, people approach lowthreshold forms of organized support mainly for incidental assistance
(explanation of a letter, arranging a payment scheme) but refrain from
asking for fundamental help that would structurally increase their financial
self-reliance. Moreover, some residents stated that they would like to receive help but did not know where to go for adequate assistance or accurate
information.
At the start of the project, we asked ourselves which small adjustments
to the current forms of organized support would help to improve residents’
financial self-reliance. Our second goal was to ensure that the adjusted
forms of support correspond to the needs of the Nieuw-West residents and
the professionals. When formulating these questions we implicitly assumed
that people are aware of the gaps in their own expertise and skills and are
therefore capable of giving expression to what they need and to go out and
get it. However, in the course of the project we realized that many residents
are not explicitly expressing their needs because they are quite content with
their own financial expertise and skills, and that they are unaware of the
risks they are facing.
Enhanced support In view of these findings, the question as to what forms
of support the residents need in order to become financially more self-reliant
needs to be rephrased. In this context, three more or less different groups of
residents can be observed: those who have no financial questions because
they are unaware of the risks; those who do have financial questions but don’t
know where they can get answers; and those who have financial questions
and also are in contact with (low-threshold) forms of support.
To prevent these residents’ problems from becoming worse and to help
them to achieve financial self-reliance, a number of important steps are
necessary. For the first group of residents, the first step is to make them more
aware of their own situation and risks. For the second group, guiding them
towards existing forms of support is crucial; with regard to the third group,
it is important that what support they receive becomes less incidental and
more focussed on discovering the question behind the question.
Our preliminary observations lead us to formulate a number of recommendations for the improvement of current practice so that these three
groups will be better served.
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v

Raising awareness and guidance: prevention and outreach
In our inventory of the current forms of support we encountered no
initiatives that were based on outreach or prevention.16 A preventive
form may help to make people aware of their financial situation in time,
so that debts can be prevented. It is important that people are introduced
to such forms at the right moment and in the right manner.17

v

Guidance: rendering available support visible
As regards the visibility of initiatives and the type of assistance they can
offer, much work still needs to be done. But how? Sending out information
in multiple languages — as is common practice in for example United
States — could be a step in the right direction.

v

Guidance: to follow up on informal help
The question is to what extent the residents’ own network focusses on
building financial self-reliance, and if it feels it is being supported in
providing this form of help. More contact with these informal networks
might lead to more (controlled) help and quicker professional inter
vention if the nature of the problems demands it. Access to direct support
for the people who are providing informal help might also be effective
by making them understand the risks and blind spots of their form of
assistance and realize the potential benefits of ‘referral’ to formal forms
of support.

v

The question behind the question: expanding the function of
walk-in consultation
In view of our findings it would be advisable if walk-in consultations
were to expand their scope so as to include a focus on awareness and to
set aside time for an analysis of the underlying problems, or the question
behind the question. Examples could include offering and carrying out
a financial-health check for clients who visit for the second time, an
information meeting on the range of services on offer, and a referral
— regardless of the resident’s actual question of that moment. Whether
this will always be realistic, in view of the residents’ expertise, skills and
capacities, remains to be seen. We have not yet been able to assess the
feasibility of these suggestions in our research.

v

Becoming aware of the question
It may well be that, for now, and for some of Nieuw-West’s residents,
achieving (complete) financial self-reliance by raising their skills is a
step too far. Other residents with financial questions do not always widen
their request so as to include assistance with the structural improvement
of their skills. Small steps are in order, the primary goal being the pre
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vention of financial problems and (serious) debts. That means focussing
on raising awareness of the problems and making visible what services
are available. Instruction and information are not the only or indeed
the primary tools to make people more aware. Instead, Nieuw-West
residents should be supported so as to minimize their ‘mistakes’ and
maximize their ‘correct actions’. The implication is that support should
be extended in such a way that those to whom it applies will almost ‘automatically’ avail themselves of it, rather than having to make a conscious
decision to seek help and assistance. That can only be achieved by an
ongoing adjustment of the services currently on offer, in consultation
with the (potential) users), and by experimenting with the suggestions
mentioned above.

It was important for the research project’s interventions to fit in with ongoing
projects rather than to create something new
— again. One project which has been running
since 2012 is Grip op je Geld’s financial walkin consultation hour in Nieuw-West. Grip op
je Geld is a joint project by SEZO, Humanitas,
MEE Amstel en Zaan, and De Regenboog
Groep. Grip op je Geld provides walk-in consultations at various locations in the city for
residents who have questions regarding their
financial administration. For many residents,
this is low-threshold; for two years now we
have resided at the Nieuw West public library,
where people easily walk in. Many people who
come here have specific questions, such as a
certain letter they don’t fully understand, or a
reminder. Although those consultations can
help many people immediately, in many cases
other, more serious problems are lurking
underneath and can be difficult to pinpoint
exactly.
Together with AUAS, over a series of work
meetings we carefully assessed what sort of
interventions we could come up with that
would both tie in with what is already available and would improve it as well. We set
aside three mornings to think about what
could be done differently, or better. I found
the methods used during those sessions very
inspiring. In the everyday hustle and bustle
there is never really enough time for reflection; that is a pity, for it means new projects
keep being launched. A lot of things are already doing fine, build on that. This method
allowed us to come up with something even
in a short time. That is one of the things I like
to introduce in my own organization.
After those three meetings we set ourselves to organize three themed sessions,
because we saw there was a need for them.
The first themes are ‘health insurance’, ‘tax
returns’, and ‘scholierenvergoeding’ (compensation of school-related expenses for lowincome families with children). Since many
people are ignorant of the nature of their

Space was actually being
created for shared reflection ;
that is essential
Bibian Hengeveld

MEE Amstel en Zaan project leader

 nancial problems (as the research project
fi
demonstrated), we can provide them with
relevant information to expand their knowledge and understanding of these matters.
These meetings coincide with the current
walk-in hours: people who come in for a
consultation can be informed about the meetings, and people who come for the meetings
can be told about the walk-in consultations.
A win-win situation, really.
Securing sufficient support is still a challenge. Sometimes, AUAS researchers still see
it very much as an AUAS project. Of course,
AUAS initiated it and it is a low-priority issue
for the involved organizations; nonetheless
it is important that we keep working together
and invest time in it. The fact that AUAS
works with, and also follows up on, the field
proved to be really valuable.

9
anneke treffers
frank suurenbroek
pim van weelde

observe like an urban planner
Residents are the most important local hands-on experts. If they
view their street as a safe and pleasant environment, that will have
a positive effect on their level of satisfaction living there. In many
neighbourhoods in Amsterdam’s so-called ‘western garden cities
there is still much to gain in this respect; public space is often empty
and anonymous. Furthermore, we need to learn more about why
subtle forms of taking possession of the street succeed in some
locations, and how the process may be helped along elsewhere. Too
often, attempts at community engagement remain limited to creating
local consent. The potential solution explored in this chapter is that
spatial-planning professionals use workshops to make local residents
equal and knowledgeable discussion partners. Interestingly, while
after some experimentation the method itself is amenable to being
adopted in other neighbourhoods, it should continue to operate on
the small scale of the residents’ daily lives.
In the planning stage of the post-WWII western garden cities the traditional
street pattern of the preceding 19 th century, where the building line marked
the edge of the street, was abandoned. The modernist garden city was
intended as an optimal residential environment for the modern citizen.
However, the reality proved to be more stubborn and the garden cities’
populations more diverse than anticipated. The result was an urban district
with a high degree of social-economic differentiation and a fragile social
cohesion. Through empirical urbanist action-research, the research project
MijnStraat (‘My Street’) set out to analyse how the streets in Nieuw-West
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function and to use that information to strengthen the residents’ engagement in their immediate environment, by means of design workshops. What
follows here is a report of the outcome.
The study arose out of the question how alternative means might be
deployed to strengthen social cohesion in Nieuw-West. The action research
used spatial design as a means to render street function visible at grassroots
level and on that basis to assess the potential for appropriation of the streets
by its residents. In doing so, the project draws on the conventions of urban
design with regard to spatial planning and the extent to which these conventions help to create opportunities for residents’ appropriation.1 The project
is a combination of empirical and action research, with appropriation of
the street as a connecting factor.
Appropriation as the link between physical and social environments
When residents take possession of their immediate environment, this has
a positive impact on the interaction between residents and by extension
on social cohesion as well.2 However, the manifestations of taking possession of a street can take many forms, moveable or immoveable, material or
immaterial.3 Physical signs of appropriation include benches placed by
residents, well maintained gardens, and visible care for places where the
private and public domains intersect (stairwells, house fronts, pavements).
However, there are also other, more indirect manifestations such as balconies that are being actively used, thus establishing a connection with public
space. Besides the residents themselves, the conditions created by the design
of the transitional zone between dwellings and the street also affect the
pervasiveness of the process. Ground-floor dwellings or amenities, such as
berms, front gardens and carefully designed pavements and streets, seem
more conducive to appropriation than for example ground-floor parking
garages. That is precisely the problem in Amsterdam Nieuw-West, an urban
district without traditional streets but with many blind walls, ground-floor
garages and extensive public space. But what about the layout of the space
between buildings and streets? What opportunities for, or visible manifestations of, appropriation does it contain?
Empirical research and resident workshops We opted for an empirical
urbanist study, thus continuing a venerable tradition in which the material
expressions of urban space are being analysed in relation to public space,
as the public domain.4 Classical studies by ‘reflective practitioners’ such
as Kevin Lynch, Gordon Cullen and William White investigate the relation
between the physical-spatial design of a location and the experiences and
behaviour of its users. The spatial form conditions, directly or indirectly,
the circumstances, identity and behavioural patterns in which urban life
manifests itself.
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Aerial photo of Geuzenveld Slotermeer, 1962.

The General Extension Plan The Western garden cities are part of
Amsterdam’s Algemeen Uitbreidingsplan (AUP), or General Extension
Plan, by architect and urban planner Cornelis van Eesteren. The AUP
was drafted in 1934 and implemented after the Second World War.
It is characterised by a modernist layout with low-rise, linear apartment
buildings, open street plans and open courtyards. It is a development
plan. Van Eesteren himself wrote: ‘It is the modern architect’s respon
sibility to design and elaborate the plan in such a way that [ … ] adjustments, if necessary or desirable, can always be made without detracting
from the plan’s layout, which is its structure’.5
Parkstad Anna Vos (1995) has analysed the AUP’s structure in the
context of the planned urban renewal. She described a Scottish tartan:
a fabric of black, blue and green lines surrounding green (low-rises
embedded in green zones) and red areas (stacked apartments). Their
mutual relations form a supportive framework which was also used by
the urban renewal project carried out in Nieuw-West (Parkstad) between
2001 and 2008. In many of Parkstad’s new housing developments, public
space became more constrained, new dwelling segments were built, and
terraced housing was transformed into (semi-) closed building blocks.

9
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Moreover, urban planning is a visual and future-oriented discipline.
An urban plan uses images and spatial compositions to visualize the possible future appearance of a location. By so doing it also suggests solutions
for situational problems as well as a location’s opportunities and potential.
To an architect, the ability to observe closely and to visually represent
a possible future situation is a crucial skill. Our empirical urban study taps
into this by starting with a visual analysis to ‘classify’ locations and on
that basis to discover and organize their characteristics, challenges, opportunities and qualities.
The research project MijnStraat centres on a series of successive case
studies selected in consultation with urban district Nieuw-West and the involved housing associations. This chapter focusses on the areas Van Deyssel
neighbourhood, Maassluisstraat and Karel Klinkenbergstraat.
Each case study comprised an analysis of the organization of the space
between buildings and streets, identification of any opportunities for
appropriation, and observation of existing manifestations of ownership.
This information was used in workshops to invite residents to look at their
own living environment through professional eyes and thus to share their
own experiences and knowledge with each other and with the spatial
professionals in an effective way.
Residents observe with urbanist eyes The empirical study provided
a basis for the resident workshops. First, an analysis schedule for the
empirical study was drafted. Next, the workshop format ‘observe with
urbanist eyes’ was developed. Each workshop consists of two parts. In
the first, a mini-lecture on actual local situations is used to demonstrate
and discuss the spatial effects of streets and the location of visible manifestations of appropriation. In the second part, the residents themselves get
to be creative with worksheets. Where do they feel at home? What, in their
opinion, is good or bad about the neighbourhood, and how do they see their
own street? Thus, the workshop combines information gathering with
information sharing.
In the Van Deyssel neighbourhood the workshop, organized jointly
with housing association Rochdale, attracted about thirty residents who
together represented a fairly accurate cross-section of the neighbourhood’s
population. The meeting tied in with Rochdale’s own development agenda,
which is why both Rochdale and the urban district also attended that evening. As soon as the mini-lecture started the residents engaged in discussions
with each other and with the researchers. The analysis of the neighbourhood and its potential for appropriation was based entirely on research
carried out in their own area, which turned the local residents into equal
partners and acknowledged specialists from the start. The discussions and
conversations were relaxed and lively and occasionally humorous.
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Workshop Van Deyssel neighbourhood with (below) a worksheet drawn
and written on by local residents.

9

Observe like an urban planner

In the second part of the workshop residents were asked to fill in several
worksheets. Again, there was a considerable degree of interaction. People
consulted each other, showed their findings around and asked the researchers if for example they were drawing the right spot. The emphasis on drawing enabled residents who perhaps found it difficult to write in Dutch to also
actively participate. The residents filled in their worksheets with noticeable
seriousness and great care. The creative process produced a rich and lively
impression of how the residents had claimed their environment for themselves and expressed their appreciation of it. However, a fear of potentially
attracting rats, litter or loitering teens turned out to be a barrier to start
thinking in terms of possibilities such as pavement gardens, benches and
other amenities. In other words, presumed negative aspects appeared to
block potential private initiatives in public areas. A similar workshop
was organized for the residents of Karel Klinkenbergstraat, together with
housing association De Key. This workshop was on a smaller scale and
the residents who attended appeared to be less typical of the population
as a whole. Nonetheless, the approach proved to be effective and resulted
in a lively dialogue.
Appropriation at different levels in Nieuw-West On the basis of the
analysis of these case studies in Nieuw-West, several levels can be distinguished at which opportunities for taking possession of public space may
present themselves: the street, the courtyard, the pavement and, at the lowest
level, moveable objects such as benches and flower pots. We will discuss the
impact of each of these levels on the opportunities for appropriation.
The street as a residue — As was explained in Section 1, the urban plan for
Nieuw-West comprised an organizing ‘grid’ of roads, green zones and water,
with streets only marked in outline. This hardly changed in Parkstad.
As a result, streets seem to be the ‘leftovers’ of choices made at plot level.
Figure 3 shows several examples. In Melis Stokehof, for example, an added
block of dwellings features an internal structure of its own, with the result
that an adjoining street and lawn look almost like a green ‘field of fire’. This
configuration is hardly conducive to improving interaction with the dwelling block opposite. Even more drastic is the new block of dwellings that
was added to Eendrachtspark. The building looks like a ‘fortress’ which
moreover literally towers above its surroundings due to its size. Consequently, what little street is left does not encourage its being used as a social space.
In Osdorp, yet another low-rise estate was inserted but this time the resulting street was different. The new addition features a courtyard structure
which enables residents of the AUP building opposite to walk through it
towards the green zone beyond. The ground floor is moreover oriented
on the street and features niches which form a modest transitional zone
between private and public space.
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The street as a product of plot-oriented development.
Above: Melis Stokehof and housing estate Cadiz Osdorp. Below: Eendrachtspark.

The court as collective space — Similar courts have been assigned different
functions through time, as Figure 4 shows. With its playground, the first
court has a tangible purpose, while the second court, at Karel Klinkenbergstraat, features only a decorative garden.
In the case of Karel Klinkenbergstraat, we observed how its organization
and the process of laying out the garden induced residents to appropriate
this environment. The residents selected the vegetation, with assistance
from a gardener. The result is a pleasantly varied courtyard garden which
the residents experience mostly from their windows and balconies. Maintenance used to be a collective responsibility. That has since changed, but
the workshop made it clear that the residents’ pride and engagement in
their own living environment still remains.
The functions of the court’s edges reinforce the process of appropriating
the court itself. The edges are clearly marked, for example by making the
entry corridor through the building narrower by placing green wire-mesh
panels. The court is still accessible for pedestrians but the panels emphasize
the intimacy and enclosed nature of the court. In the workshop, residents
mentioned these two elements as the court’s main quality. Analysis (see
Figure 5) revealed that the court’s most intensely appropriated section is
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Different court functions.
To the left, a court with playground; to the right, a court with a decorative garden.

not the strip along the edge of the building (as is often the case) but the
centre, due to the closed facades and the direct view onto the green from
the balconies.
Not every open plinth is an active plinth — The plinth is the ground floor
of a building. In the redevelopment of Nieuw-West and in the current area
development, the mixing of functions and target groups and an active plinth
are both standard design elements. An active plinths stimulates the collective use of the environment by facilitating direct contact between public
and private space. Variable configurations of ground floors/plinths exist,
as the analysis showed. In older, AUP-buildings where an otherwise closed
front is open in places, residents subsequently cover the windows again
(see Figure 6). A plinth with a window and a residential or work area is not
the same as an active plinth.
In the new housing estate at the corner of the same street, some neighbours have collectively decided to avail themselves of the opportunities
provided by an active plinth and a verge by placing benches and plants.
The position of the kitchen, in this case facing the street, is an important
factor. At the same time, in other recent housing estates in the same area
the possibilities of the space directly in front of the house have barely been
exploited. Curtains are closed and visible manifestations of appropriation
are lacking. To what extent this has to do with the street (width, the situation on the opposite side, street furniture) or the residents requires more
study, particularly in order to draw lessons from the choices made during
Parkstad’s urban renewal and to apply them in the resumed renewal process
in Nieuw-West.
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narrow access creates
a sense of intimacy

vulnerable;
can be scaled

boundary court-street

closed plinths

edges

hedges as anti-burglary
measures

contact with court
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degree of appropriation

degree of privacy/appropriation
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Design research into the relation between designs and the creation of
conditions favourable to appropriation of the environment.
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Various configurations of open plinths: active use and closed curtains.

The pavement — The pavement is a place where opportunities for appropriation are particularly abundant. As manifestations of space, pavements
in Nieuw-West take many forms. From a broad, bare stone path to a narrow
strip or an alternating row of vegetation and stones. The presence of a small
verge or subdivision between front door and main pavement has a significant effect on the total impression. Figure 7 shows several variations. The
upper-left photo shows a stepped entry passage to the front door with room
for a green hedge which softens the transition from the house to the street.
The photo next to it, taken at the opposite building in the same street, shows
a ‘hard’ transition to the front door. In the workshop the residents rather
liked the latter situation, because they feared the green shrubbery might
attract litter and rats.
Property boundaries also greatly influence pavement layout and design,
as the two central photos illustrate. In Karel Klinkenbergstraat, the walkway along the court is a bare and messy transitional zone (Figure 7 centre
left). One row of tiles is council property, the other is owned by housing
association De Key. The result is a path that is uneven and impractical.
Something similar is noticeable in the Van Deyssel neighbourhood, where
property boundaries define pavement layouts. Cases in point are a pavement where the access stairs take up its full width (Figure 7 centre-right)
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Some pavement forms in Nieuw-West.

or places where wide green zones leave only just enough room for a narrow
walking path (Figure 7 bottom left). The bottom-right photo shows the edge
of the court at Karel Klinkenbergstraat, where the building borders directly
on the green. Shrubs have been planted there, which prevent burglary and
also soften the transition to the closed plinth. Good maintenance of this
hedge is essential. The tile path facilitates window cleaning but is also being
used by pedestrians.
Now that the redevelopment of parts of Nieuw-West is being resumed
it is advisable to also include an overall inventory of the opportunities for
improving the pavements at a local level. During the workshop in the Van
Deyssel neighbourhood, for instance, it became clear that the renovation of
public space is not automatically geared to the redevelopment plans.
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Rare manifestations of appropriation from the case studies.

Flower pots, green and benches — The near-absence of private objects placed
by residents in the public domain or directly in front of their own houses is
conspicuous. Figure 8 shows a few instances from the case studies. The
Van Deyssel neighbourhood includes only one privately placed bench in the
public domain. More common, especially near low-rise apartment buildings, are privately placed flowerpots and troughs. At Karel Klinkenbergstraat, signs of appropriation are equally rare. There is, however, one bird
table as well as a more subtle form of appropriation in the form of children’s
chalk drawings and, in winter, the local residents association’s Christmas
illumination.
Back to the street The study turned out differently than expected, at least
in part. The street proved to be a more complex spatial concept in the context of the AUP than had been anticipated. Moreover, it was established
that ‘the street’ represents a scale which neither the AUP nor Parkstad are
giving the constant attention it requires. This is compounded by the fact that
urban renewal was resumed sooner than anticipated. Our empirical research
into appropriation of the street was therefore confronted with the pressing
question as to which challenges and opportunities might be addressed and
how the residents’ experiences might be included in the process of redesigning the streets of Nieuw-West.
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The first lessons to be drawn from the study therefore relate to the
— apparently now resumed — building renovations. First, the design conventions applied during the previous development process (verge strips,
active ground floors, and so on) do not necessarily result in an optimal
and pleasant street. An evaluation of the spatial impact of the Parkstad
innovations is needed, and — specifically in Nieuw-West — views of both
street fronts. Second, lessons for a committed redevelopment are also to
be learned from micro-examples, such as Karel Klinkenbergstraat residents’ attachment to their court, which is founded on their experience of
selecting the flowers and plants together with the gardener. Nevertheless,
it became apparent during the workshop in the Van Deyssel neighbourhood
that these residents are only willing to participate if maintenance and
management of public areas are basically guaranteed, which to them means:
clean, intact and safe. Finally, the Van Deyssel neighbourhood demonstrates
that urban renewal does not automatically include a concomitant renewed
collaboration between the council and housing associations. Such collaboration has to be established afresh. Because of the significance of the street
and likewise because of its fragmented property situation, it should also include a review of the quality and power of streets and public space.
Perhaps the most important lesson is that in the design workshops we
were able to bridge the gap between professionals and residents. It became
evident that residents are much better able to share their knowledge of
the local area with spatial professionals if they are acknowledged as equal
experts. The mini-lecture is a crucial element of the workshops; its exclusive use of images from the residents’ own living environment renders the
specific urbanist language familiar and accessible. Obviously, this is conditional upon chairpersons’ acceptance of divergent opinions. The workshops
clearly revealed that the residents’ experience of their streets may differ
profoundly from professional views. Thus, resident participation can go
beyond merely raising consent; it may possibly prevent a repetition of past
mistakes. Now that urban renewal appears to be gaining momentum again it
is particularly important to establish more precisely which design choices
were effective, and to seek ways to draw on current residents’ knowledge
and experience on an equal footing. All this so that we may see streets were
people not only reside but also truly live together.

Ca. 90 % of the 1400 residences in the
Van Deyssel neighbourhood are social
housing and owned by Rochdale. At present,
ca. 1100 houses are involved in a renovation
project, necessitating the drafting of specific
building plans. It has long been our intention to
start work on the Van Deyssel neighbourhood
but so far little has been done, in part due to
the market crisis.
We distinguish between an area-based
approach for the entire neighbourhood and a
house-based plan, which is worked out for each
individual housing complex together with the
residents. Today, resident participation in house
renovations has become standard. Rochdale has
accumulated a great deal of experience in this
respect during its many renovation and maintenance projects over the past fifteen years. Moreover, in this context existing framework agreements between the council, housing associations
and tenant organizations apply. This is not yet
the case for an area-based approach, where
residents have less influence. Different forms of
resident participation are therefore called for.
The project MijnStraat assists Rochdale in its
desire to clarify this issue.
Early last year we established a consultative
group in de Van Deyssel neighbourhood. Resident participation in this neighbourhood is
relatively low; there was only one residents’
association. We actually started knocking on
people’s doors, the so-called ‘threshold visits’,
and succeeded in attracting a selection of very
different people to join the consultative group.
We explained the plans and the process to them
but at the same time also used them as a source
of information. Of course, that is a sensitive
situation. People have been waiting for the renovation for a long time, they are tired of waiting
and only want to know when their house will be
next. And then we show up and ask them for yet
more information.
Together with AUAS, we particularly asked
the consultative group to create so-called
‘mind maps’. The ensuing drawing sessions
produced some really surprising insights into
what residents themselves consider the most
and least attractive locations in the neighbour-

As a housing association,
we need to facilitate a sense of
ownership among residents
Richard Loman

Project leader Real Estate division, Rochdale

hood. For instance, one of the ugliest places
— at least in our eyes — in the Van Deyssel neighbourhood turned out to be a favourite among
the residents. It is actually just a parking lot, but
we discovered that it is also an important meeting place for local people. To us, that changed
some of the focus points of the planning. I think
this form of co-drafting of an area plan by residents is rather new.
Of course, both Rochdale and the council
are hoping that this joint design process will lead
to a greater sense of ownership so that people
also feel more responsible for the (quality of )
public space and for keeping an eye on things.
Such matters are not within out purview as a
housing association, and the council’s options
are likewise limited. This is why we want to
initiate, facilitate and stimulate them in tandem
with the residents. If it works, the outcome may
be a quality of life that will last.
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placing zuidoost on the map
The word fieldlab implies not only research but also production and
action. Ultimately, the combination of research and design should
result in useful services and products. After all, our promise was
to create immediate value for the area and its residents. In Fieldlab
Zuidoost, all locally involved parties work together to recast the
reputation or ‘image’ of Zuidoost. In the residents’ experience the
urban district’s negative reputation, which still persists, is an impediment and, moreover, conflicting with their own perceptions. Instead,
they are optimistic and sense that the area is moving in a positive
direction.
Urban district Zuidoost is a varied district. It comprises several different
areas with mainly offices and businesses, such as Amstel III and Bullewijk,
and it has an entertainment cluster around the Amsterdam Arena and a
health-care cluster around the Academic Medical Centre, or AMC. There
are also the Bijlmermeer estate with its various neighbourhoods, the village
of Driemond, the Venserpolder and Gaasperdam estates, the latter with
its neighbourhoods of Holendrecht, Nellestein, Reigersbos and Gein. In
the last few years the urban district has steadily nurtured an ambition to
present itself as an attractive part of the Amsterdam metropolitan region,
for residents as well as visitors.
Amsterdam Municipality supports this ambition. With its policy
strategies Stad in balans and Koers 2025 the Amsterdam council hopes
to effect a more balanced development of the city.1 The aim is to re-position
‘peripheral’ areas like Zuidoost: no longer an outlying suburb but an inte-
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grated component of the metropolitan tapestry. In the last ten years several
locations in the urban district have already been successfully (re-)developed
into new places for residents and visitors alike. A building like the Ziggo
Dome met with a rather sceptical reception during its construction
— Amsterdam already had plenty of concert halls. But leading personalities
in the music business soon praised the Ziggo Dome as one of the best venues
where they had ever performed.2 Investors are also becoming more interested in Zuidoost. To its residents, it has now become a much loved place
to live and work and to champion. This appreciation of and connectedness
to the area are a fertile foundation on which to steer Zuidoost’s image in
a positive direction.3
What stands out is that especially Zuidoost’s ‘hospitality qualities’ need
a boost. For despite a growing number of hotels as well as an increase in the
number of nights tourists spent in them, Zuidoost is still not a destination
for longer visits. The same applies to (younger) residents, to whom Zuid
oost’s nightlife has too little to offer. The urban district is therefore looking
for ways to enhance its qualities for residents and visitors. An urban tapestry
which people frequent not only for major events but also, and in particular,
for the lively hustle and bustle of small shops, pubs and restaurants, sports
and cultural facilities, and pleasantly crowded streets.4
In Fieldlab Zuidoost, we together with the urban district and other involved parties aim to explore alternative development trajectories to enhance
Zuidoost’s status as a welcoming place for residents and visitors. We agreed
that the term ‘fieldlab’ should not evoke images of a lab with guinea-pigs but
rather be seen as a collaboration that draws on the expertise of residents

Bijlmer Centrum
(D, F, H)

Bijlmer Oost
(E, G, K)

Driemond
Amsterdam-Zuidoost

Nellestein
Amstel III /
Bullewijk

Gein

Holendrecht /
Reigersbos
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and entrepreneurs. This source of power is our starting point in our search
for the building blocks for a more attractive Zuidoost and for specific interventions which do justice to the area.
Changing tourism Since the 1990s, Amsterdam has made a concerted
effort to become a place that is attractive to both residents and visitors.
The economic crisis of the late 1970s and early 1980s hit Amsterdam hard.
With its ‘urban compaction policy’, Amsterdam tried to stem the population
drain. The goal was to create an Amsterdam that was cleaner, more varied
and more attractive to the middle-class residents who had left the city
earlier. Other efforts were geared to turning about Amsterdam’s negative
reputation as expensive, dirty and dangerous and instead making it attractive to visitors.5 The programme Topstad, developed in 2004 after City
Marketing Amsterdam had been established, comprised measures to position Amsterdam as an exemplary city with a highly diverse allure for a
varied population and an equally varied pool of visitors.6
Today, growing visitor and population numbers are a fact of life in
Amsterdam. Between 2000 and 2014, the number of foreign tourists visiting the Netherlands rose to almost 14 million, a 40 % growth. Amsterdam’s
city centre is crowded; many would even say overcrowded.7 The council
and other concerned parties are also increasingly aware that the growth
in tourism, although welcome as a financial engine and a reflection of the
city’s prestige, should not become a threat to the city centre’s quality of life.
One possible solution incorporated in current council policy is to spread
tourism over other parts of the city and within the larger region. This
means that other urban districts need to be promoted or rendered more
attractive.8
Image beyond city marketing Scientific studies show that city marketing
to promote a particular city or urban area is a complex challenge which
cannot be accomplished with simple marketing tools. There is a growing
awareness that cities cannot simply be equalled with market products but
that they are more like living organisms which elude the definitions of city
marketing and management theories. This is why urban promotion has
become a more interdisciplinary field.9
Traditional market research, in which consumers are categorized into
abstract segments on the basis of factors such as age, gender, income or
ethnic background, may not be subtle enough to understand the complex
phenomenon of the ‘image’ of a place.10 In what is being called the ‘fluid
society’, concepts such as ‘hip’ or ‘cool’ places can be difficult to define.11
The meaning attributed to these concepts is not explicit but rather the
outcome of informal processes in which likeminded individuals share
a similar narrative as to the city’s multiple functions. People instinctively
know what is or isn’t ‘hip’ or ‘cool’ but are unable to put exact words to it.12
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An understanding of, and being able to control, these processes demands
complementary alternatives, such as studies of notions, stereotypes and
trends.13
A locality’s attractiveness and reputation are not static phenomena.
Negative reputations are tenacious; people are not easily persuaded to
change their opinions and entrenched perceptions.14 Occasionally, however
(and sometimes almost out of the blue), people are willing to adjust their
perceptions. Moreover, recent studies have shown that today’s urban dwellers and visitors are highly eclectic consumers with a penchant for fresh
experiences. Once it is apparent that a suburb like Zuidoost is worth a visit
because it has something cool, something novel, something authentic to
offer, the consumer will come and grab it. This ties in with the trend that
many visitors want to explore and experience the city as a local would.
Think of cities like New York and London with their highly diverse mosaic
of perceptions, where the distinction between tourist facilities and those
catering to residents has become blurred and where public facilities are
easily shared.15
Concepts The recent developments and tourist trends described above
are opportunities for repositioning Zuidoost’s image, or how people perceive
the area. Perceptions are mental constructs expressed by means of text,
whether spoken or written. To construct ‘new’ perceptions of Zuidoost
we analysed multiple sources, from formal policy strategies documents,
business plans, propositions and manifests to media reports, song texts,
art projects and communications in digital blogs and forums. These are all
‘sentient data’, i.e. data generated by self-conscious and self-reflecting
individuals. Out of this data set we distilled five different (self-)perceptions
of Zuidoost that seem to have the potential to be attractive and appealing
to a more diverse audience. These perceptions are the foundation on which
to build a multifaceted image of Zuidoost.
The first perception applies to ArenA Boulevard, a type of environment
developed — also internationally — since the 1990s particularly in peripheral urban areas comprising a pre-existing infrastructural (road or railway)
hub.16 Sociologist John Hannigan calls them Fantasy City. In these areas,
prestigious high-rise commercial office buildings are combined with a
recreational zone of modular venues linked to strong leading brands. In
Zuidoost, these include brands like Heineken, Ziggo, Ajax and Pathé as
well as hotel chains like Hilton. These areas have the advantage of being
a recognizable entity. Visitors who come to here usually have a clear plan
and know what they want to do. The area is well-organized, relaxing and
predictable.
The second perception is one of creativity and imperfection. It is the
image of the creative industry which provided the impetus to the revaluation
and recovery of abandoned industrial zones and empty office buildings in
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many European capitals. Re-use aims to physically preserve old building
structures, the whole being viewed as imbued with the charm of imperfection.17 It is the narrative of pop-ups, spontaneity, synergy, improvisation
and the spontaneous meeting of (unknown) like minds. In Zuidoost, crea
tivity and imperfection are represented by the new incubators of abandoned
office buildings or typical Bijlmer-type residences, such as Heesterveld
Creative Community.
The third perception refers to the migrant cultures: exoticism and roots.
This relates to activities associated with the origins of Zuidoost’s first nonlocal residents: people from Surinam, the Dutch Antilles and, later, Ghana.
Such activities are often called ‘colourful’ and are manifest in so-called
‘ethnic’ settings such as the Kwaku Festival, with good food, market stalls
with typical products, and music and dance.18 An important reference to
understand this specific perception is Sharon Zukin’s work, who placed
the appeal of New York’s ethnic markets and music scenes on the inter
national map.19
A fourth perception is what may be described as the urban post-white
society. It originates in civic unrest and a desire among residents for
empowerment. This identity already exists in London and New York and
to a lesser extent in Amsterdam.20 It is the narrative of coloured, politically
conscious intellectuals who challenge society’s racial structure. As the
cradle of the ‘Black Peter’ debate21 and as a breeding ground for new ways
of thinking, living and teaching, the Bijlmer housing estate is visibly present
in discussions, presentations and performances, sometimes as expressed
in hip-hop and in other instances manifest in the work of human-rights
activists and artists. Online initiatives such as New Urban Collective as
well as physical locations like the Bijlmer Park Theatre and Imagine IC are
fecund places in this respect.
The fifth perception, of green Bijlmermeer, evokes several associations
Amsterdam-Zuidoost has managed to hang on to. The Bijlmermeer estate
as an oasis of green and space in a hectic metropolis. The tangible mani
festations of this perception refer to an ambitious past with projects like
the Floriade horticultural exhibition, and the Gaasperplas artificial lake.
These traditions are the foundation for plans for an ‘Eeuwige Floriade’
(‘Eternal Floriade’) with sustainable green, and for a covering over of the
A9 motorway. Its potential strength is that it unites various authentic
experiences besides creating an attractive, shared public space.
These five perceptions are enlarged versions of existing features that
typify Zuidoost today. The perceptions are deliberately positive and gloss
over the more negative aspects. The safe and predictable Fantasy City, for
instance, can also seem boring, artificial and cold. The creative scene may
seem capricious and overly trendy. Exoticism and roots as traditional
folklore may be perceived as a confirmation of stereotypes. A post-white
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society may be seen as overly activist or intimidating, while the green
Bijlmermeer can also be viewed as a deliberate construct: fake, boring,
predictable, artificial.
The appeal in the eyes of those involved We used these perceptions as
a starting point for a number of discussions and a design session held in
Zuidoost. The design session was based on the so-called frame-creation
method.22 Participants were stakeholders from Zuidoost: policy makers,
residents, entrepreneurs, intellectuals and members of the alliance group
Zuidoost Partners.23 Together, they discussed the familiarity and potential
of the various perceptions and reflected on alternative combinations.
The goal was to arrive at tangible and — to visitors — appealing reference
points for these perceptions, in the form of locations and facilities that
already exist.
A recurrent theme was the fact that diversity is the starting point for the
development of new perspectives on Zuidoost, in reference to Zuidoost’s
identity as an open and tolerant place for newcomers. Views as to how Zuid
oost’s future can be carried from there varied greatly. Some refer to one of
the suggested perceptions, others to combinations of them or to alternative
perceptions. The core concepts also varied: international dining and haute
cuisine, expertise in producing and marketing music and fashion, debating

Bijlmer Market, Anton de Kom Square.
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skills, the creation of accessible, fully fledged museums and educational
institutions, sports facilities, and a year-round Floriade.
Out of this discussion emerged a perception which can best be described
as ‘cosmopolitanism’. Many participants in the design session described
the Bijlmer as the most cosmopolitan part of Amsterdam. A place where
language differences are not a temporary phenomenon linked to tourism
but an expression of the diversity of its residents. The participants characterized this cosmopolitan atmosphere as a blend of sounds, smells and
something sociologist Jan Willem Duyvendak would call ‘amicaliteit’,
‘friendliness’. Live and let live, be nice to each other, welcome each other,
and smile.
The perception of a cosmopolitan identity is associated with feelings
of empowerment and solidarity, values which are also visibly emerging in
Zuidoost.24 To some extent these feelings are a counter-reaction to Zuid
oost’s negative image in the rest of the city. At the same time, the discussions and design sessions shed some light on the ways in which empowerment and solidarity have given a sense of direction and strength to a
multitude of initiatives based on entrepreneurial skills and cooperation.
Creative and cultural entrepreneurs active in Zuidoost have adopted and
rehabilitated the name ‘Bijlmer’, turning it into a badge of honour: ‘Bijlmer
Battles’, ‘Bijlmer Meer ’ (‘Bijlmer More’), ‘Bijlmer enZo’ (‘Bijlmer and Such’)
and ‘Bijlmer Park Theatre’ are cases in point. This volte-face of the Bijlmer
estate into an attractive brand is also manifest in a growing appreciation
of typical Bijlmer architecture.25
At the same time, empowerment and solidarity also characterize various
trends within the hip-hop culture that is firmly entrenched in Zuidoost.
Hip-hop is claimed to be promoting self-determination and self-realization
— and new talent is always a good thing.26 Art collectives settling in Zuid
oost extend a welcoming message to newcomers. In The World of Talent,
for example, acknowledged pioneers from Zuidoost are striving to improve
an infrastructure that will enable local artists and creative forces to turn
professional. We also picked up signs of empowerment when talking to local
business owners, such as those associated with World of Food, or with Izi
Solutions. What they are saying is: ‘Yes, we can’.
Concepts the design session participants associated with the Bijlmer,
such as ‘cosmopolitan’, ‘empowerment’, ‘self-reflection’ and ‘solidarity’, tie
in with ambitions for an international status for the area around Arena
Boulevard. The urban district is also looking for ways to lift the perceived
separation between ‘the two sides of the railroad track’ and to connect the
two areas not just physically but also psychologically. Other elements to
come out of the design session are intentions towards collaboration, for
example by making the stage of Hotel Jaz on the Arena Boulevard publicly
accessible and allowing local Bijlmer artists to perform there.

Zuidoost Partners is a public-private
city marketing organization by and for
Amsterdam Zuidoost which aims to place
urban district Zuidoost firmly on the map.
When it was established, many improvements
had already taken place here in the Bijlmer
but that did not immediately translate into
a better image. Take Hoekenrode Square,
for example. During my first visit it was a
depressingly run-down square. There were
signs ‘No alcohol or drug use’, ‘camera surveillance zone’ and one carried the text ‘Use it
Loose it’ and an image of a person whose
mobile phone is being stolen. My first action
as a city marketeer was to turn that situation
around. In consultation with the police we
removed the signs — by that time mobilephone theft had ceased — and replaced them
with others stating ‘Welcome to Zuidoost’.
Incidentally, it is now a beautiful square with
a hotel, restaurants and the main office of
energy company Nuon.
Amsterdam-centre is practically in lockdown. Access is terrible, house prices are
sky-high, and space is at a premium. Zuidoost,
on the other hand, is eminently accessible,
affordable, with lots of space and green. This
is where it’s going to happen in Amsterdam
in the next few years. We are in a transition
phase: from ‘banlieu’ to ‘beaulieu’. Where
businesses used to leave they are now queueing up, like Huawei, Endemol and ING. We
are the second-largest internet hub in Europe.
Our dream for the future is to establish a datatechnology expertise centre à la Silicon Valley
in the area. With our Ziggo Dome and Amsterdam ArenA we are the largest entertainment
cluster in the Netherlands.
Zuidoost Partners also works closely with
AUAS in the so-called fieldlabs. Among the
fieldlab products is a tourist map showing
all the points of interest in Zuidoost. Zuidoost
is receiving a growing number of tourists,
often people from outside Amsterdam, but
they only stay for a short while. If they can be
persuaded to stay longer and start exploring

This is where
it is going to happen
Arno Gorissen

Stichting Zuidoost Partners

Zuidoost, the local economy will also reap the
benefits of tourism. As long as tourists remain
unaware that there is a thing called World of
Food, local shopkeepers won’t benefit from
the many visitors. The map can be picked up
at hotels and busy locations but will soon
also be available online.
Getting your hands dirty: that is what
I like about fieldlabs. Students who out there,
in society, actively interact with public and
private parties, I think that is really good.
As long as it is practical and produces tangible
results. Of course, a long-term vision is equally important, but in the meantime you also
need to show some results. Ultimately, what
matters is the outcome. In our case, that means
creating added value for Zuidoost. The idea
of being a good steward: you take good care of
something and you try to leave it in a better
state than you found it. That, to me, is an
essential part of my work.
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Opportunities for new perceptions The renewed interest in Zuidoost in
combination with a more nuanced understanding of today’s urban residents
and visitors is an opportunity to proactively reposition Zuidoost as cosmopolitan. We engaged in consultations with a wide range of involved parties
and other Zuidoost experts. The outcome was a collection of images which
turned the negative reputation of this part of Amsterdam around in a more
positive direction.
The listed perceptions also elucidate other actual interventions which
could be implemented. First, Zuidoost needs more, and more diverse, urban
facilities and services. Its different sub-sectors should be more closely linked,
and Zuidoost’s ‘legibility’ needs to be enhanced at a micro-level by a finemeshed infrastructure, better sign posts, shared facilities on campuses
and in residential areas, and a more varied range of things to do throughout
the day.
In actual practice, this may include making traffic routes from the Arena
Boulevard area to other interesting locations in Zuidoost more accessible
to residents and visitors, by means of for instance forms of micro-transportation and better illumination. These routes will link locations which are
already popular in other neighbourhoods and cities: World of Food, the
Bijlmer Park Theatre, Imagine IC, the Nelson Mandela Park, the Bijlmer
Museum, and Heesterveld. To us, this raises the question: what constraints
need to be adjusted to allow Zuidoost’s urban fabric to continue developing
in a spontaneous fashion?
Our current study builds upon this question. We are achieving real results
and hope to be able to contribute to the process of rendering Zuidoost’s
subtlety and diversity more visible. Moreover, we hope to be allowed to
continue serving as a linking factor. The expertise of those directly involved
in Zuidoost is crucial; it is not private interests but rather the combination
of ideas and trajectories of all concerned that will make Zuidoost a lastingly
attractive place. Locally born and nurtured visions are needed to permanently connect worlds rather than divide them.

new relations
and shifting roles
———————
Efforts to combat persistent metropolitan problems are marked
by constantly shifting configurations of involved parties. Often, it
is a matter of striking the right balance between the government,
market forces and society with regard to specific issues. Solving
them in particular calls for new forms of collaboration and for
breaking set patterns.
The next three chapters demonstrate new relations and shifting
roles with regard to social issues in the context of social innovation. Improving resident participation in Amsterdam NieuwWest (chapter 11), for example, requires not only an active contribution by the residents themselves but also adjustments of
the roles of the government and of commercial and social enterprises. It is they who facilitate participation, and it is important
that they are aware of their share in the process. A complex and
unpredictable problem like climate change poses a challenge
to existing systems. In the project Klimaatbestendige Wijk in
Middenmeer (‘Climate-proof Neighbourhood’) in Amsterdam Oost (chapter 12), the manner in which the issue is currently handled does not do justice to its complexity. Water-related
problems in an urban context cannot be solved in public space
alone. Residents whose basements are constantly being flooded
are taking countermeasures and as such are indispensable.
Parties such as the council and waterworks company Waternet
are forced to seek new partners and methods elsewhere to find
effective solutions. Often, conflict is unavoidable. Likewise,
in the project Laaggeletterdheid (‘Functional illiteracy’)
(chapter 13) a more effective way to handle the problem
specifically entails improved cooperation between the parties
concerned and, by extension, a comprehensive approach to
the problem. With the government in retreat, collaboration
with a network of formal and informal language providers has
become essential.
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we all take part
Lately, resident initiatives in areas such as health care, energy and
the maintenance of public space have been generating much interest.
Such experiments are opportunities to explore solutions to metro
politan issues on the basis of alternative relations. The fact that it is
predominantly highly educated active citizens who engage in such
social initiatives is regularly mentioned. The contributions to society
by other groups, for example people with a minimum income, often
remain invisible. The experimental method applied here uses these
individuals’ experiences to explore their functioning within the participatory society and the opportunities and hurdles they perceive.
That brings us to an important theme: existing policy frameworks
regarding participation are often poorly attuned to people in pre
carious circumstances, and those individuals’ contributions to the
participatory society remains invisible and therefore unappreciated
by many policy makers.
Social participation is a challenging issue, one that extends well beyond
the implementation of the Participation Act by the government and is much
more complex. In the participatory society, not only the government but
also numerous other involved parties are setting the course and contributing their share, such as welfare recipients and people who are on minimum
wages but who do not apply for or are receiving benefits. Private parties
such as commercial businesses and well-to-do citizens also take part, as
do parties in the non-profit sector — e. g. churches, welfare organizations,
foundations and social enterprises. Building a new society in which citizens
are no longer automatically taken care of is only possible if we know what
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each of us is able and willing to contribute. It is an ongoing process, one
of raising awareness.
The government provides the framework which enables civic participation, facilitating it by means of legislation, subsidies and funding and by
maintaining an organization at national, local and neighbourhood levels.
But that is not enough. Policies can only take hold in society if they are
geared to the needs of those whom the structures are targeting. This can
only be achieved by taking notice of the various ways in which people
participate and live together. For participate they almost all say they do,
whether or not whilst on benefits.
In Fieldlab Nieuw-West, we wanted to be a part of this process by making visible the contributions of residents who have to get by on a minimum
income. Whereas ‘classical’ collaborations between government and
researchers operate from the perspective of existing legislation and regu
lations, our study centres on the residents’ perspective. ‘Are residents
sufficiently equipped to fully participate in their neighbourhood, and
which (local) initiatives are out there?’ was one of the leading questions.
Who are those people who have to make do with a minimum income and
who potentially depend on government policies? ‘Government measures
do not reach all target groups’, and ‘We do not know all our residents’ is
what government representatives told us during the first meeting. In order
to set in motion a process towards greater awareness, our first step was to
investigate the contributions made to society by the highly diverse group
of residents on a minimum income We were hoping the study might reveal
who else in the neighbourhood has to be involved in order to make par
ticipation by everyone possible, visible and appreciated.
‘Almost everything is participation’ 1 Fieldlab Nieuw West’s study is
based on the philosophy of Martha Nussbaum.2 Nussbaum refers to the
creation of opportunities that are essential for people to have a ‘good’ life,
using the United Nations’ 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights
as a guideline. Nussbaum proposes an alternative to ‘equal opportunity’
thinking. After all, equal opportunities would apply only if everyone lived
under the same conditions and had identical needs. Clearly that is not the
case. People’s needs vary; they depend on factors such as health, convictions, proper work conditions, and personality. In Nussbaum’s capabilitybased approach the focus is on people’s ability to generate an income,
work and opportunities and on the social conditions that enable them to
fully exploit those opportunities.
Today’s participatory society is based on the idea that everybody who
is capable, regardless of background, age, convictions or state of health,
must contribute in some form to society and is self-reliant. The Participation Act states: ‘Everyone who can, takes responsibility for his or her
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Access to focus groups We thought the best way to reach people
was by meeting them in their familiar environment and by joining
them in their regular activities. We opted for the focus-group method,
which entails discussing the subject with people who have certain
(personality) traits or activities in common. The method forces
researchers (and perhaps also professionals) to immerse themselves
in the position and activities of the residents. It makes it easier to
talk about a difficult topic: contributing to society.
Like the urban district, the AUAS researchers do not automati
cally have access to the urban district’s huge diversity of residents.
To start with, it was important to find out which people we wanted to
involve in the study, where they were, and what sort of things they
did. Past experiences made clear that whether or not contact can be
established greatly depends on the person of the researcher. Not every
person can establish equally good relations from the start with every
group. First impressions are crucial for a follow-up. These relate to
shared interests and convictions, the purpose and significance of the
meeting, differences in ethnic background, gender and age, and speaking the same language, both literally and figuratively. Using e-mail
won’t work.
In addition to these methodical aspects, access to the focus group
also requires a genuine interest in the other person. It needs an investment of energy, and perseverance. Participants not only want to know
what the meeting will be about but they also demand an actual voice
in its contents. Some groups will receive a researcher with open arms
if they trust him or her. Failure to understand each other’s background,
or even mistrust, will quickly end in a refusal to take part, or in negotiations for something in return. Some respondents are accustomed
to being paid for their information, others asked us to share our
information with them or just wanted congenial company. In several
cases we shared a meal with the group before the start of the meeting.
Ultimately, we submitted our research questions and took part in
social and religious activities, educational institutions and language
centres, social enterprises and neighbourhood projects, and we met
groups of employees in low-paid jobs and on temporary contracts.
We spoke with 32 different groups of residents in total.
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own life and environment without government assistance.’ The Act deploys
a narrow definition of participation. Most residents comply, to the extent
that they would like to work and to take care of themselves. However, paid
employment is in short supply. To many people, volunteer work is essential, also because there is so much of it. With respect to our question how
residents define ‘participation’ or ‘contributing your share’, the answer is:
‘in rather broad terms’. Most residents participate through paid jobs, by
being self-employed, by studying, by being someone’s carer, by acting as
an interpreter, raising children and doing volunteer work. Most of those
who took part in the study were unfamiliar with government participation
policies but believed themselves to participate fully in society. In their
words: ‘Almost everything is participation’. They would like to decide for
themselves how they participate but state that they cannot do so without
government support.
While the focus of policy makers is mainly on activating citizens towards social reintegration by offering them formal, paid or unpaid employment, the citizens themselves define participation as a broad spectrum
of concrete activities ranging from sweeping the pavement every day to
putting their own competencies to good use. ‘To take part in society is
simply to do whatever needs doing outside your own house’, as one volunteer put it. It is: lending a helping hand to family and neighbours as a
matter of course, financially supporting relatives back in the home country.
While government-directed participation is mostly driven by a desire to
reduce the number of people who depend on income support, participation as defined by citizens comprises all the things they are already spontaneously doing for the benefit of either their own wellbeing or that of
people in their environment. According to the mothers we talked to, you
take your share not only outside but also inside your own house. ‘Taking
part in society starts at home. If you do it properly at home, you will teach
your children the same.’
Residents participate by working for formal companies and institutions
or in co-ops they have established themselves. They manage financially
by being part of the temporary-job market, or by having several jobs simultaneously in order to make ends meet. They are being paid over or under
the counter, both, or not at all. They choose their own volunteer jobs to
show what they can do, but they will also put up with mandatory unpaid
positions to comply with the Participation Act, in order to secure their
benefits. They call ‘everything’ participation, but what they really want
is an ordinary, visible, paid job. As a cleaner on temporary contracts put it:
‘For if you lose your job, you lose everything. You fall into debt and because
of that you lose your family and friends’. Residents on a minimum income
agree with the idea behind the government policy that participation equals
economic participation: a job, earning money and spending money in a
stable situation. Jobs need not always be visible. As an individual working
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Women of the Makersnetwerk (‘Makers Network’) teaching children how to make
earrings and necklaces at the Lucas Community, Garage Notweg, Amsterdam
Nieuw-West. The Lucas Community provides space to various businesses, so-called

‘resipreneurs’, who organize local activities. The Makersnetwerk is a group
of low-income social entrepreneurs who for example are hairdressers or seamsters /
seamstresses or run a creative workshop.
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as a tourist guide in the neighbourhood put it: ‘I just buy bread with the
money I earn under the counter and in that way I am supporting the
economy.’ In many cases, education is the key to a paid job. People are
participating when they invest in themselves by going to school.
Creating possibilities Urban district Nieuw-West comprises many
(groups of ) residents whose position on the labour market is vulnerable
and insecure and who have to get by on a minimum income. These are not
just semi-skilled or unskilled people but also individuals with professional
qualifications: hairdressers, musicians, socials workers, skilled production workers, market gardeners. Some have a non-Western migration
background, others are white native Dutch. They are men and women,
young and old, with or without certificates. They are economic migrants
and refugees or people with a non-Western migration background who
have been living in the Netherlands for so long they are no longer foreigners. They are volunteers or employees who are indispensable at their jobs.
Residents are organized in churches or mosques, neighbourhood projects,
cafés or social enterprises. People in the urban district are often organized
on the basis of ethnic background, but we occasionally also encountered
multi-ethnic groups. All these stakeholders were asked the same question:
what do people on a minimum income need to be able to participate?
And if those conditions were to be met, what opportunities for full par
ticipation would people grab? Since there is more than one answer to
those questions, we brought different groups of people together in order
to collect them.
Residents of the urban district listed conditions for optimal participation. For instance, most individuals feel they need more education. Those
in paid employment often lack the time; life-long learning is not a part
of their reality. Those who do have the time are often unable to engage in
an education. They mention (a lack of ) access and of financial compensation for study and child care expenses. Existing measures targeting certain groups may well fulfil these conditions, but the residents are unaware
of them.
The residents we spoke to do not feel they have equal access to employment. Most of them say that they want to work but that employers are
not looking for the knowledge, skills and personality traits they can offer.
With respect to qualifications and experience there is a mismatch between
supply and demand, but there is also demotivation, in part due to perceived
discrimination (age and ethnic affiliation) and also as a result of diffidence
caused by, for example, the many rejections to job applications. People
want meaningful work that matches their competencies.
They are afraid of having their income support reduced if they accept
(temporary) employment. Regardless of its contents, jobs often end in stress
once the contract runs out. The ensuing procedures are time-consuming
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and fraught with uncertainty. Our respondents are not necessarily opposed
to temporary contracts as long as they can be sure to have a job and a secure
income. Many people cannot make ends meet. They see their low income
as an impediment. One group tries to escape the poverty trap by taking two
jobs. The resulting long work days cause other problems. The difference
between minimum wages and welfare with its associated subsidies is small.
People mentioned that their financial and social situation hardly improves
if they accept (formal) employment.
The residents we spoke to need the government. They believe the government should stimulate employers to combat discrimination. It should
create enough jobs that match people’s actual qualities. The residents do
not consider shunting people around the job market (from one temporary
job or subsidized trainee position to another unpaid internship) an effective
strategy towards long-term social participation. They don’t wish to do volunteer work to the detriment of paid positions. In their opinion, existing
legislation and rules are ineffective and occasionally even hold people back
and encourage passivity. The entrepreneurs among the participants ask
for fewer rules, or a more flexible application of existing ones.
The active, often organized local residents who took part in the study
are concerned about the urban district’s social cohesion. There is little
mutual sympathy. People live within their own (ethnic) group. They need
each other, but it is difficult to cross the barriers of segregation. Residents
point to the lack of sufficient space (literally and in a figurative sense) for
organizing communal activities. In the slipstream of the meetings, a host
of issues surfaced which according to those who took part are related to
participation, such as the need for a more balanced ethnic composition of
the area, to fight crime, to reduce the number of empty shops, to prevent
urban decline, and to improve housing conditions and the living environment. A few raised the suggestion that residents themselves should start
a dialogue on these issues. This may create the conditions for making
equal opportunities possible.
Some participants were not interested in a dialogue. These included individuals who due to a low income had gotten into trouble and who therefore had few personal resources to draw on. Youngsters with a police record,
for example, saw no future for themselves. They think in terms of today, not
tomorrow. According to the analysis, so do groups who are only organized
within their own ethnic group. Due to poverty and associated social issues
people only see the hurdles in their own situation. They are not open to
initiatives that try to grab opportunities.
Nonetheless, a dialogue is essential to learn to understand each other’s
contributions. Some groups also discussed co-production and co-decision,
that is, forms of collaboration in which the government assists in putting
into action ideas raised by residents in the context of participation. We
encountered some powerful examples in the neighbourhood of people who
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supported each other in grabbing every opportunity provided by current
policies to get to work. The people we spoke to want to decide for themselves how they participate, without fear of losing their benefits, but at the
same time they say they can’t succeed without government assistance.
The government needs to protect and financially assist them in ways that
match these people’s potential. The residents feel isolated and distrustful.
They are powerless, even collectively, to force the executive and controlling
bodies, employers or the labour market to change.
Participants, whether in formal or in informal employment, ask for help.
The Participation Act is intended for people who do not work, but the participants consider the distinction between people on or without benefits
or income support to be an artificial one. The walls between paid employment, temporary work, and unemployment are paper-thin. With regard
to contact with people who might be able to help them to fully participate,
the participants hit a brick wall. Often they have only themselves and their
family to rely on.
Opportunities for innovation Three recurrent themes emerge out of
the results. At the very least, residents with a minimum income desire
[ 1 ] Income security; [ 2 ] Meaningful work, or a study that matches their
own competencies; [ 3 ] (Collective) self-reliance. Many can’t cope on their
own and ask the government for help. The implication is that professionals
must adopt these three themes. Our study, which did not reach all residents,
tried to make visible the residents’ own perspective. Ideally, the study
would have to be repeated in different forms in order to become familiar
with new people, initiatives and opportunities for participation, carried
out by public professionals or those employed by a private employer or
independently.
A so-called ‘Experiment Regelluwe Bijstand’ (‘Experiment Flexible
Welfare’)3 would make it possible to establish whether participation would
increase when people no longer had to worry about their income; if they
would be relatively free to decide what to do with the money and no longer
needed to be concerned about their income level. The local council would
be keen to engage in such an experiment, if only the national government
would dare to take that step. However, the mindset at national level is
still constrained by the old framework and by a limited definition of par
ticipation, while it would be an interesting challenge to researchers and for
instance case managers to engage in experiments from the local residents’
perspective.
The collaboration of the urban district’s local and social enterprises in
so-called learning networks represents yet another opportunity for innovation. At the moment, government policy includes support for companies
that employ people with disabilities. However, from the residents’ perspective, two objections could be raised against that policy. First, it only targets

The participatory society has become a
catch-all term. The government doesn’t
really work with resident organizations. They
consult them, in a way, but not really. The
role of residents in the participatory society
is still minute, it is still top-down. To me, a
participatory society means that residents of
a particular area are being taught how to work,
to start a business, and especially to do things
for each other. We still need the government
for that, but less and less.
That is what we do here at Lucas Community. We noticed a huge gap between being
on welfare and starting a business. What the
council has to offer unemployed people is
ineffective. For example, the procedure for
starting your own business entails a visit to
Bureau Eigen Werk at the Chamber of Commerce. Just imagine living in Amsterdam
Nieuw West with three kids, and having to be
there at 8: 30 am; that in itself is a big hurdle,
whose idea was that ! We at Lucas Community
want to activate people by getting them to
take part in neighbourhood activities. For
instance, many women around here are exceptionally good cooks. Or ladies with sewing
machines who like to make things. Often
they have been fobbed off with ‘volunteer
bonuses’ or gift certificates. That they could
also ask money for what they do is a thought
that has not entered their minds. The Lucas
Community gives them space to ‘market’
those activities.
We have to overhaul the participatory
society, there are definitely opportunities at
neighbourhood level. Huge sums of money
are being pumped into the neighbourhood,
but the residents who really should be targeted don’t benefit from it. Take an example:
Mo and John are sitting at home, on welfare.
The rent they pay to the housing association
includes (indirectly) a government subsidy.

We need to re-organize
the participatory society
Redouan Boussaid
Lucas Community

Some of that portion is allocated to the maintenance of local public green. In other words,
the government indirectly pays for it. That
maintenance is again contracted out to a landscaping company in Groningen [ in the far
north of the country ]. Meanwhile, Mo and
John are still sitting at home and on welfare.
That should change. The government’s role
in this would also be a different one: she could
see to it that that budget is allocated to the
residents and that all European regulations
for public procurement are swept aside. It is
a system we as a government have created
ourselves. We have to get people back to work
in their own neighbourhood. The Lucas Community tries to contribute in a small way.
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people with ‘mental or physical disabilities’ who are unable to find work,
not those who are excluded because of for example their surname. Second,
the policy has never really taken hold in ‘ordinary’ commercial organizations. Jobs that are being created in companies and organizations are often
only short-term and do not adequately tie in with what unemployed people
have to offer. The question specifically to Human Resource professionals
in companies is therefore what opportunities they can see and are able to
offer people who are eager to work. In the learning networks, they discuss
government collaboration and regulation as well as their own successes,
pitfalls and problems; and Human Resource professionals from different
companies assess their options and needs with regard to being able to
welcome residents who are willing.
However, yet others might also contribute; specifically, the more wealthy
residents. They could offer jobs in their own households, set up commercial businesses together with residents, or assist residents in forming a new
network.
Towards collective self-reliance Time was when the welfare state
followed the principles of shared social interests and solidarity. According
to the concept of the participatory society, on the other hand, people act as
individuals and are driven by economic motives in a world of winners and
losers. The merits of that concept are doubtful.4 Certainly, this idea of
society does not tie in with what the residents want and what they have to
offer. In order to survive, some retreat into their own (ethnic) group, trying
to cope by whatever means they can, in their own familiar environment.
Others organize themselves in a neighbourhood co-op where, together and
without competition, they can work on their own wellbeing and that of
the neighbourhood.
An understanding of self-reliance requires an analysis of the strategies
people are using to stay afloat. These strategies vary, influenced by the
environment in which people grow up and on which they depend. Our
analysis has produced no evidence that people in employment are coping
better than the unemployed, or that government activation programmes
are attuned to people’s own survival strategies. People’s coping networks
and groups may well cut right across the government’s own dividing lines.
It is up to professional researchers in the social field to identify the strategies deployed by the different Nieuw-West collectives, to analyse them,
and when possible to strengthen and support them.
A multi-stakeholder model is indispensable to be able to understand
and extend participation. The opportunities Nussbaum refers to are being
created not only by the government but equally by social and commercial
enterprises. Knowledge of the different perspectives of all stakeholders and
of the way they collaborate produces a better understanding of the partici-
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patory society. To individuals on a minimum income, society often ends
at the boundaries of their own neighbourhood. A liveable neighbourhood
is one which in a sense is the procurer of all the work that needs doing in the
area. Only by studying the whole pattern is it possible to devise and deploy
effective measures and innovations. The Lucas community represents one
attempt in that direction.
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the climate
and the street
The (re-)organization of public space in the context of structural
maintenance may include working towards comprehensive solutions
which transcend the boundaries between public and private (i.e. gardens, roofs) space. This is experimental, to the extent that previously
highly standardized technical processes, efficiency oriented and
focussed on generic solutions with respect to sewers and drainage,
have to be replaced by tailored solutions which incorporate local resident expertise and initiatives. This approach calls for new methods
and professional skills, which in the short term may be in conflict
with efficiency but in the long run can be innovative and an improvement. In this fieldlab trajectory we study the extent to which climate
adaptation is being incorporated into municipal processes and if
there is room in them for local knowledge and resident initiatives.
We are getting more rain, more often. Due to climate change, downpours
are becoming more extreme and more frequent; roughly twice as often,
which means that what used to fall once every ten years is now falling once
every five. These excessive showers cause more urban flooding in the form
of water entering houses and inundated streets and tunnels. While our
technical expertise as to how cities should adapt is increasing, its application to outdoor space is still limited.1
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In new housing developments, introducing adequate measures is
r elatively simple. In existing urban areas, however, space it at a premium
and the available options and means are limited, making it necessary to
also consider private space such as gardens and roof tops.
In the course of a neighbourhood’s lifecycle, public space and sewers
are overhauled on average once every thirty years. It would be interesting
to find out if these forms of structural maintenance (or renovation) could
be used as an opportunity to not only solve the regular water problems but
in addition to make public space climate proof. The effects could be even
greater if they are combined with measures targeting private space. To
make the most of local opportunities, it is necessary to abandon all topdown ‘one size fits all’ solutions. Specific local knowledge regarding the
neighbourhood may contribute to smart forms of climate adaptation strategies and to engage residents in their own living environment. There are
many examples of how citizens themselves can help to reduce the volume
of run-off water into public space, such as allowing rain water to infiltrate
garden soils, or diverting it; disconnecting storm drains; reducing pavedover areas; and installing green roofs. In some situations, water from rain
pipes can be diverted to a public green area; elsewhere, this may be a good
opportunity for citizens to become actively involved in local green.
Engaging residents, stimulating and incorporating their climate initiatives and implementing new technology into the structural maintenance of
public space all compel professionals to use new methods and skills. In Fieldlab Oost we investigate means to also mobilize and unite alternative interests
in the process of structural maintenance, for the overall issue cannot be
resolved in isolation.
While innovative approaches are feasible, the fact that in the short term
they may interfere with efficiency and established routines may cause some
friction. We have evaluated one attempt towards an innovative approach at
a local level, in order to learn more about the possibilities, limitations and
conditions favourable to integrated climate-adaptive solutions.
A ‘winning neighbourhood’ In Amsterdam-Oost, the trajectory started
in Middenmeer-Noord. This neighbourhood is situated in Amsterdam’s
lowest polder, and structural maintenance of its sewer system, gas mains
and public space is being planned for the next few years. Middenmeer was
constructed in the late 19th and early 20th century, comprising closed
building blocks with a few shops and amenities. It is one of Oost’s most
appreciated residential neighbourhoods, with ca. 5,000 residents and 2,300
houses, many of them privately owned. The neighbourhood scores high on
quality-of-life indicators such as appreciation, social cohesion and safety.
The municipal area analysis describes it as ‘a neighbourhood with a high
degree of satisfaction, relatively few problems and highly educated, affluent
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residents who are environmentally aware.’2 Its internal organization reflects
the locals’ sense of connection with their surroundings. Many gardens are
well maintained and much attention has been lavished on public space, as
exemplified by the many pavement gardens, ceramic tiles embedded in the
pavement, flower pots and picnic tables.
The research team conducted a survey to collect information on the needs
of residents and local business with regard to climate adaptation. The survey revealed that many residents feel greatly inconvenienced by rainwater
in their streets and their houses and gardens. Residents and business
owners individually seek ways to solve problems caused to excessive water
in their basements or to pump their gardens dry. In his house on Linnaeusparkweg, local resident Richard mentioned the excessive dampness of his
cellar, souterrain and garden and showed the damage and the measures
he had taken in his house. After every heavy rain shower he has to pump dry
his own as well as his neighbour’s garden. ‘Everyone has his own method’,
stated one of the local business owners on Linnaeuskade: ‘Some neighbours
have installed gravel-filled wells so that in the future ground water can sink
down. Others are raising their gardens, and in the past few years we’re also
starting to see green roofs.’
A quick inventory among residents revealed that they often find it difficult to get information on how to handle these problems. They are indi
vidually looking for solutions but they would prefer to join forces, perhaps
together with the council, in doing their bit for climate adaptation. They
would be more inclined to participate if they could join existing projects
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than if they had to take the initiative themselves. Although standard procedures for rendering places ‘rain proof’ do not yet exist, measures are increasingly being introduced in public areas. Amsterdam Municipality and
waterworks company Waternet are acknowledging the urgency. The programme Amsterdam Rainproof actively operates in a network of various
organizations to make Amsterdam rain-proof and is currently developing
a new procedure to make climate adaptation a standard element in future
municipal projects. Structural-maintenance projects or replacement operations in public space and sewer systems are being organized top-down on
a project basis and with a focus on efficient and standardized solutions.
While they include possibilities to inform residents and to collect new
ideas, they leave no room for (extensive) trajectories in consultation with
the neighbourhood.
In order to better understand the attitudes of involved employees of the
municipality and Waternet, several interviews were conducted with some
of their representatives. It became clear that these individuals are generally
in favour of collaboration with residents and can see its added value, such
as ‘a greater sense of connection with public space and as a result more
coordination among residents and also between residents, the council and
Waternet’, or ‘a better understanding and cooperation in the neighbourhood, which makes the project run more smoothly’.
Some respondents praised the importance of residents as ‘good scouts
who may notice additional opportunities and risks’ and argued for more
resident involvement so that ‘there is a better chance of introducing measures that make the neighbourhood happy as well’. The professionals also
mentioned alternative forms of collaboration, such as ‘education and
co-maintenance’ and ‘co-thinking about the reorganization of public space’.
In addition, some have a well-defined, comprehensive view of the issues :
‘By starting at the residences, the source, private individuals can have a
direct influence on the measures taken in public space.’
These preliminary investigations in the neighbourhood and among
professionals * revealed that there is a shared sense of urgency in many
areas to engage in climate adaptation, but also that people are still uncertain
as to how to better coordinate this process. The standard strategies leave
little room for innovation, even though there are some signs that the representatives of the organizations involved are starting to change their way
of thinking about problem definitions, solutions and roles. Our study uses
two lines of inquiry to try to affect social innovation in the neighbourhood
regarding these issues (see block text).

* Interviews conducted with eleven professionals involved with Project

Middenmeer-Noord and working for Waternet, Urban district Oost and Civil
Engineering Amsterdam.
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Method The study proceeds along two lines. In the first, we investigate
how the council’s and Waternet’s grand ambitions with respect to
climate adaptation translate at street level.3 This we do by attending,
as observers, the preliminary consultations on structural maintenance
of the council’s and Waternet’s design teams/project groups, and by
recording the choices with respect to climate adaptation made on these
occasions.4 We also interviewed the concerned individuals (eleven in
total) regarding the options they perceive for climate adaptation and
their own roles and responsibilities in the process.
The second line, parallel to the first, involved an investigation of
the extent to which climate adaptation is an issue among residents and
business owners, by means of neighbourhood scans,5 surveys 6 and
interviews. This approach necessitated further investment in famil
iarizing ourselves with the neighbourhood and responding to the
situation at hand. The first order of business was to find out who would
benefit from local climate adaptation. What were the implications of
climate adaptation for residents, business owners and others? What
were their ideas, needs, problems and initiatives? What opportunities
for climate adaptation do they have? Do the residents who are involved
in it know each other, and would bringing them into contact be a positive contribution to the process? Which interventions are suitable for
the neighbourhood?
The role of the research team is to respond to the outcome, to establish smart links and to put these to creative use.
In the follow-up we will combine both lines and assess the options
for using the structural maintenance process to increase the residents’
and business owners’ engagement in outdoor space as well as raising
people’s awareness of their surroundings, with the result that they
become active in their own space and work to improve the quality of
life in their own area.

Making room for change A central element of our first line of inquiry in
the Middenmeer study involved taking part as observers in the preparatory
and consultation trajectory for structural maintenance. In addition to
observing how choices and subsequently decisions were made relating to
climate adaptation and how residents were included in the process, we also
drafted a reference plan for an ideal climate-proof organization to compare
it with the various proposals.
The research team concluded that both structural maintenance and
reorganization projects proceed in ways which leave little room for process-
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es in and with the neighbourhood. This is odd, for the fieldlab is backed by
urban district Oost, where area-based approaches are very much established
practice. For structural maintenance the urban district hires the services
of the municipal real estate department (Projectbureau) which, together
with Waternet, largely focusses on the technical aspects of the renovation
of outdoor space. The planning of these processes leaves no room for specific, custom-made solutions and therefore lacks the fieldlab’s ambition
to realize area-based social innovation. We will illustrate this by listing a
number of examples.
v

v

v

v

v

v

First, there is the definition of the task at hand. Based on the results of
the area analysis, the policy document ‘Nota van uitgangspunten’ formulated a decision not to include an option for extensive resident consul
tations regarding the renovation of this ‘winning neighbourhood’. Opportunities for using existing knowledge and experience to improve the
process of structural maintenance in this neighbourhood are therefore
few (bar one allocated budget for resident consultation with respect to
the renovation of a park — Galilei Park — if the residents wish it).
The project’s highly pressing timetable leaves no room for neighbourhood
involvement. In the end, constraints of time made it impossible to draw
a comparison with the reference plan, or for additional information or
consultation during meetings with the residents.
Residents were invited to the information meetings strictly on the basis
of the project boundaries rather than those of the neighbourhood. Schools
received a standard invitation, and there was some reluctance to actively
involve residents in the renovation of public space for fear of possible
delays.
The area manager was not consulted regarding the invitations policy
and moreover was insufficiently familiar with the formulated task and
the overall plan, while the project director mainly operates on the basis
of the (project) conveyance document and is therefore unable to con
sider all possible sources of expertise.
Residents are mainly informed about adaptations in public areas. They
are able to submit comments and ideas but are not invited to become
directly involved in either public or private areas. Only in exceptional
cases will additional consultations be organized on a street by street
basis, but this is not standard procedure.
The project is planned in great detail and for instance organizes walk-in
information evenings to which residents are invited per sub-area. At
the request of our research team, Amsterdam Rainproof consented to
provide information during those resident meetings and to invite additional experts, provided this would be announced in the letter sent to
the residents. But from the project’s point of view, the format of these
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evenings (per neighbourhood) did not allow this, and Rainproof consequently abandoned the idea of inviting more hands-on experts. In view of
the curiosity felt by many residents, this may be a missed opportunity.
There appear to be two parallel currents within the council, one result-
oriented and the other more focused on area management, with the former
having the upper hand.
Raising enthusiasm In the meantime, our fieldlab research team has
found a way to provide a platform for climate adaptation and a role for
residents in it. Our investment in active participation in the preparatory
design teams has been an important factor to build a relation of trust. Due
to personnel turnovers (e.g. during the transition from the design tot the
project phase) and growing time constraints or external pressure, we were
forced to constantly explain and defend our role afresh every time the presence of our research time was viewed as a potential source of undesirable
expansion and delays.
Nonetheless there were also positive results. Not only were the residents
informed during the meetings about (technical and operational aspects of )
renovation, but climate adaptation was also placed firmly on the map. In its
communications, the council explained the measures taken in the context
of Rainproof, and during the information evening a special chart illustrating
Rainproof-related measures was displayed on the wall. The invitation to
the walk-in meetings stated: ‘What is a climate-proof neighbourhood, and
how can you as a resident/ business owner contribute to it?’ Moreover, the
research team’s suggestion to invite an expert of Rainproof was accepted.
In view of the residents’ interest in the subject, this may lead to further
opportunities to secure their contributions.
At the moment we are still looking for the right format and we are working on arrangements for participation in the project. In response to the
Fieldlab study and under a new project director, new opportunities for
resident participation are being created and there are plans to file an application for earmarked budgets for the courtyard gardens. Another suggestion
is to appoint enthusiastic people in the neighbourhood as climate ambassadors, and to set up a local digital platform for information exchange. Other
ideas include actively approaching schools and organizing a lecture and
exhibition in the nearest public library in Oost.
There seems to be plenty of drive. People are interested, although they
would like some help to get started. That is where the council might step in.
The question is whether in the future the council will be willing to extend
its perceived role in structural maintenance and renovation projects to
focus more on the facilitation of residents/resident networks, and to make
information accessible in other ways, for example in a more direct dialogue
with residents and users.

In February, 2016, we (René Dronkers,
Esther Verhamme and Liduine Smals)
built this indoor park. Before that, it had taken
us two years to prepare and to search for a
suitable location. The initial idea for an indoor park came because the Dutch weather
is often bad and we thought people should
also be able to have a picnic in winter … As an
artist, I had already done some public interventions and when René came to me with the
idea to make a park, but an indoor one, we
decided to start planning it and just do it. In
the course of the preparations we managed to
attract many sponsors for the park’s design.
After that, we came into contact with a great
many interesting and inspiring people and
organizations who are working with the
theme city & nature. We quickly decided that
we wanted to give them a platform.
PopinnPark comprises a number of parties, all sorts of parties that want to contribute
in some way to a greener city (from artists to
suppliers of growth lamps). It is low-threshold, anybody with a good idea or initiative is
welcome here. The park is really a connecting
factor. We are straddling the boundary between two neighbourhoods. On one side is
Watergraafsmeer, where many (well-to-do)
young families live, and on the other is Transvaalbuurt, an area with social problems.
However, both groups of residents come here
and that is precisely what makes the park so
valuable. We don’t want to be seen as some
small bunch of green activists, that would
defeat our purpose: to invite the neighbourhood to make the city greener.
On January 22, 2017, we had a climate
festival here, to which AUAS also contributed.
Various active local organizations stood
for the organization: PopinnPark, Starters
4Communities, Amsterdam Rainproof.
Besides a climate-proof city, other issues on
the agenda were clean air, sustainable energy
and food, and the circular economy. The fes

We don’t want to be
seen as some small bunch
of green activists
Esther Verhamme

Co-founder PopinnPark

tival coincided with the inauguration of
 onald Trump. According to him, ‘climate
D
change is a hoax’, so we thought it rather
appropriate to name the festival ‘climate
change hoax my ass’. It was a successful
first local festival around this theme, even
though we had hoped to attract more local
residents.
When there are social or economic problems as well, climate issues are not at the
top of the agenda. Since the first two are less
urgent here, we notice that people are more
interested in the second. Because this is, in
Linda’s words, a ‘winning neighbourhood’,
we may perhaps get a somewhat greater
response. That may well be completely different at another location in another area.
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Beyond self-interest The fieldlab’s action research also confronted the
research team with more fundamental challenges regarding our own role,
and specifically to what extent and how we as researchers intervene. This
we observed in both our first (see above) and our second line of inquiry,
in which we worked with residents and business owners who wished to
organize themselves so as to collectively prevent water-related problems.
We approached a number of different local groups: PopinnPark (a local platform for green initiatives in Watergraafsmeer), the public library, digital
platform Oost-online and platform Duurzaam Oost.
In our first line of inquiry we intervened by issuing recommendations
to the council and by working with them during resident meetings. In the
second, we intervened by bringing together parties from the neighbourhood
who we believed might be able to help each other in the search for effective
measures. We have also invited them to self-reflection and facilitated their
search for shared interests and forms of cooperation which would allow
them to accomplish more than each would in isolation. On the occasion
of the preliminary meeting for the neighbourhood festival, this turned out
to be difficult. People had their own targets and steered the session in that
direction. Ultimately, these parties, with PopinnPark as the main representative, organized a small local festival themed ‘Climate Change Hoax My Ass’.
The research team provided tips, for example that it is important to place
oneself in the position of the target group, and made some suggestions with
respect to the format. Only a few residents attended the festival and no
subsequent exchange of ideas has ensued. One possible way to deal with this
problem is by finding local partners who, like us, place the interests of the
neighbourhood above their own. In Middenmeer, (the chairpersons of ) a
local platform are now exploring options to establish a better link between
other isolated initiatives, individual residents, entrepreneurs and business
associations by means of a digital platform.
Looking for opportunities Fieldlab Oost has started the search for a new,
comprehensive approach which bridges the gap between private and public
property. To the council and Waternet, this entails a switch from a technological approach which is concentrated on public areas towards a more
technological-social one which deals with the neighbourhood in its entirety.
The organizations are looking for ways to allow residents and entrepreneurs
to play a greater role. By means of a dual approach the research team has
tried to free up more space for innovation. First, by mapping the dynamics
of the neighbourhood and professional organizations, and second, by supporting alternative processes and asking critical questions which provoke
reflection. In this, the council faces the challenge to create a match between
the world of systems and that of daily life and its dynamics. If the council
is prepared to relax its focus on results and to concentrate more on the pro-
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cess — after all, roles may shift and outcomes are often unpredictable — the
wished-for space will be found.
The programme Amsterdam Rainproof is an illustration of the attention
Amsterdam Municipality has given in the last few years to the subject of
climate adaptation. It is still difficult to incorporate this greater awareness
into new procedures. This is why this case study largely centres on the
‘mainstreaming’ of new ideas into existing procedures.7 What is a fieldlab’s
role in this process? Perhaps reflection on current procedures and pleading for more room for collaboration with the neighbourhood is one step
towards a more innovative and productive approach.
Environmental awareness among Middenmeer-Noord residents and
entrepreneurs is substantial. There is a great sense of involvement, a pronounced capacity for self-organization, and a sense of urgency. An excellent
opportunity to establish a comprehensive approach.
To realize the same in an area where conditions are less favourable, one
that is not a ‘winning neighbourhood’, is a major challenge. Perhaps a completely different approach would be more suited, possibly direct guidance of
interested parties, for example by environmental coaches. Or by developing
a stimulus and reward-based system for climate adaption, as Zero Waste
Lab is doing in the Dapper neighbourhood with respect to recycling, by
giving participants special offers and discounts. What is important is that
we abandon fixed procedures and that the council, Waternet and residents
take the time to collectively look for new possibilities, such as new inventive techniques that are applicable to both public and private space.

151

13
samir achbab

language matters, too
Research and interventions at a local level may help to reveal the
interconnectedness of different metropolitan problems. In addition,
at a local level it is possible to implement context-specific solutions.
In the case of problems such as functional illiteracy, there is no single
optimal solution; what is needed is custom-made approaches and
coordination between the various parties involved. For functional
illiteracy is not merely associated with language and an individual’s
personal capacity for participating in society, but equally with
poverty and issues surrounding integration. With the urban district
council no longer being responsible for language training in the area,
we have to find an approach in which collaboration with local executive organizations, and particularly the formal and informal languageservice providers, is a crucial element. Important elements of the
search for this new strategy are a comprehensive approach of functional literacy and linking it to other domains.
I went to school until I was sixteen, after that I started to work. After a
number of small jobs I found a job at a car park. A place where I had to fill
in daily reports and forms. I was happy with the job, but I was also apprehensive every day I went to work, because I knew I would have to write
again. My co-worker noticed there were always words missing or misspelled in my reports. He asked if I had a writing problem and told me
there are courses for that. I was shocked that he had found out and didn’t
dare to go to my team leader until three months later. Too scared that I
might be fired. With hindsight that was unnecessary, for my team leader
reacted quite positively and sent me to the ROC [‘Regionaal Opleidings
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Centrum’, which provides adult education ]. At first I was terrified to be
back at school again. It took me nearly a year to regain my confidence.
After that, I started to enjoy learning new things. I felt freer in my actions
and my life turned around. 1
Dicky
Dicky was functionally illiterate, something 2.5 million people between
the ages of 16 and 65 in the Netherlands are struggling with.2 Like Dicky in
the past, they lack sufficient basic skills to be able to fully participate on the
labour market and in the digital information age. Filling out forms, reading
manuals, writing e-mails: even mundane activities can be quite complicated.
And the number of functionally illiterate individuals is still increasing:
in recent years there have been 200,000 new cases due to factors such as
an ageing population and the arrival of new migrants. According to nationwide studies, on average, ca. 16% of individuals in Amsterdam are functionally illiterate.3 Studies into the regional distribution of functional illiteracy
reveal that in some urban districts this percentage is substantially higher:
21% in Nieuw-West, 29% in Noord and 32% in Zuidoost.4 Although the
problem is particularly urgent at the level of individual neighbourhoods,
the local council’s ability to instigate action has become negligible due to
recent changes in the social domain.5 In addition, councils are no longer
obliged to hire language training services from regional training centres
(ROC), and more is left to the free market. The large number of volunteer
organizations that are active in a particular neighbourhood makes it im
possible for the local council to keep track of those that are offering language
training. For the same reason, it is difficult for the local council to assess
whether language training providers are sufficiently collaborating and
sharing expertise, or whether they are adequately reaching the target group.
Furthermore, the emphasis on civic resourcefulness and self-reliance
places a heavy responsibility with the target group itself which might,
in fact, benefit from more guidance, not less. This new situation prompts
innovation in strategies for targeting functional illiteracy. In this, social
organizations and knowledge institutions can take part.
In 2013 and 2014, Stichting Lezen & Schrijven (‘Reading & Writing
Foundation’ ) and Amsterdam Municipality both signed an MoU with AUAS
to use fieldlab studies to accumulate expertise on the issue of functional
illiteracy. Several efforts have succeeded in recent years. A quicker method
to measure reading skills as an indicator of functional illiteracy was developed, the fieldlabs have carried out large-scale field studies involving
students, a language coaching programme for functionally illiterate parents
has been developed, and a network analysis of language training providers
has been conducted. First, we will address the phenomenon of functional
illiteracy and policies to counteract it.
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Functional illiteracy Although the term ‘functional illiteracy’ appears
to refer exclusively to language skills, it actually covers much more ground.
In 2012, the Dutch Minister of Education, Culture and Science formally
established the following definition of functional illiteracy: ‘Literacy comprises listening, speaking, reading, writing, numeracy and in that respect
the application of everyday technology to communicate and to process
information.’ 6 Literacy also comprises skills which do not relate exclusively
to the use of written language but which nonetheless are of practical im
portance in the context of information processing.7, 8 What led the Dutch
government to expand the definition of functional illiteracy was a desire
for a more effective strategy to counteract it. Previously, the overall focus
had been on reading and writing, while the set of requirements to be able
to fully function in society had become increasingly more stringent and
varied.9
Functional illiteracy is more than just an obstacle in finding or keeping
a job. Functionally illiterate individuals also find it difficult to keep up with
the digital information age. This problem is compounded by the ongoing
digitization of government services.10 In addition, functional illiteracy
still remains a social taboo resulting in shame and social isolation, and a
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growing disparity in language skills can be observed between the various
social groups, e.g. between higher and lower educated individuals. This is
cause for concern, for it may lead to more social inequality.11
Finally, functional illiteracy is a significant financial burden to society
at large. The annual costs of functional illiteracy in the Netherlands amount
to ca. 560 million Euro, especially in terms of loss of production and reduced
tax revenues.12
Modest targets Although functional illiteracy figures prominently on the
political agenda today, according to the Dutch National Audit Office (Algemene Rekenkamer) the measures to prevent it are rather modest in scope.
The goal for the period 2016-2018 is to improve the language skills of 45,000
individuals, out of a total of 1.9 million individuals over the age of 16.13
In other words, these goals cover only 4.6% of the target group.14 On the
basis of studies, the Dutch General Audit Office therefore concluded that
current policies regarding functional illiteracy are ineffective. There is
a discrepancy between the size of the problem and the adopted strategy.
The goals are overly modest, the diversity of the target group is insufficiently accounted for, and there are waiting lists. To what extent the policy has
contributed to a decrease in the number of functionally illiterate individuals
is uncertain, and neither the Dutch Minister of Education, Culture and
Science nor parliament is fully apprized of the characteristics of the group
that participates in the courses.15
A lack of control Municipalities are responsible for the policy’s implementation. Under the Wet Educatie en Beroepsonderwijs (WEB; Education
and Vocational Training Act) they are allocated a budget to purchase
courses in language and arithmetic. Both formal and informal courses for
functionally illiterate individuals are being offered. Formal courses include
those organized by an ROC or by private language training providers who
will issue an official certificate. Informal courses are those offered outside
an institution for education and given by volunteers.16
As regards measures to counteract functional illiteracy, the local council
has always been responsible for informal forms of language training. However, while in relative terms the number of functionally illiterate individuals
in Amsterdam Nieuw-West and Zuidoost is very high, urban district or
ganizations have little idea as to what language services are available. Due
to the delegation of responsibilities from a subsidiary (urban district) to
a central level (municipality), the urban district has lost its control over
informal service providers. Moreover, the instability and capriciousness
of the social domain is a source of considerable irritation. Professionals
point out the frequent reorganizations at central and urban district levels,
the changes in legislation, procedures and policy frameworks, and the
constantly fluctuating range of language services. As one of the providers
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of informal language courses recounted: ‘To me, that is at huge impediment
in my work. There are moments when I’m thinking: I’m no longer going
to sort it out, it changes so fast. You could spend all day trying to keep the
social map up to date. In theory we do have a social map, but when I looked
at it recently, three quarters of what was on it no longer existed.’17
Because of competition and also due to the many changes in the social
arena and the resulting lack of a clear overview of which language services
are locally available, cooperation between language training providers
is minimal, which reduces the effectiveness of the campaign against
functional illiteracy. As one informal language-training provider told us:
‘A complete overview is lacking. Ideal collaboration would mean that I
know where to refer people to. Who will then be helped efficiently. That
we all know of each other what we are doing. That we have contacts in
the other organizations, and a cordial transfer. That would be an ideal
collaboration. Yes, we are talking about language, indeed. [ … ] The language
field is not transparent.’18
On top of that, insufficient allowance is made for the diversity of those
in need of language training. Groups such as males or first language learners
(L1), for example, are inadequately reached. Additionally, local professionals such as language teachers and social workers are saying that a changeable and unpredictable field has a detrimental effect on the target group of
functionally illiterate individuals, who lack self-reliance and need stability
and structure.19
Reaching the target group The government’s extension of the definition
of functional illiteracy has led to a wider range of methods to measure
the extent of the phenomenon. Screening for functional illiteracy is an
important element in large-scale survey studies but also in daily practice
when professionals wish to assess whether their clients can understand the
information they are given. Among the screening tools currently in use in
the Netherlands for a quick and efficient assessment of language skills is
Taalmeter. Taalmeter is an online tool comprising five reading exercises
and 24 different questions. Participants must answer the questions within
twelve minutes.
In the medical world, however, it is becoming more common to deploy
ultra-brief tests for functional illiteracy.20, 21 Tapping into this trend,
AUAS researchers have developed the Taalverkenner Paspoort, a test that
takes only three minutes to complete.22 Unlike for example Taalmeter,
Taalverkenner Paspoort can also be used as a hardcopy questionnaire.
(Student) researchers can use this tool in a large-scale survey study,
which makes it possible to assess the literacy rate on the level of an entire
neighbourhood. Because the test is so short, it can also be deployed in
other social contexts, for example as part of a job search or when assessing
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health care needs. It allows care institutions, employment agencies,
schools and employers to track down individuals with inadequate literacy
skills.
Taalverkenner Paspoort was also the tool that demonstrated that the
percentage of functionally illiterate individuals among employed indi
viduals in some Amsterdam neighbourhoods exceeds the urban average
of 16%. Of the total working population of Amsterdam Nieuw-West, 30.7 %
is functionally illiterate; in Amsterdam-Zuidoost this is 32%. In NieuwWest, particularly the neighbourhoods of Slotermeer-Noordoost, Geuzenveld and Slotermeer- Zuidwest give cause for concern with percentages
of around 40. In Bijlmer-Centrum, in Zuidoost, the functional illiteracy
rate is ca. 36.3 %, compared to 28.5 % in Bijlmer-Oost.23, 24

A study of functional illiteracy In 2014 and 2015, Public Admin
istration students carried out field studies in which clusters of
functionally illiterate individuals in the urban districts Nieuw-West
and Zuidoost were mapped. Over two hundred Public Administration
freshmen and six project coaches were involved in the study. Using
the Taalverkenner Paspoort they contacted people in these urban
districts, which resulted in some indication of the degree of literacy.
In Nieuw-West, 2335 people completed the Taalverkenner; in Zuid
oost, 1104 people completed the test.

Amsterdam Nieuw-West and Zuidoost The high functional illiteracy
rates in Nieuw-West and Zuidoost can be explained in part as a product of
the low social-economic status of these areas. There is a close correlation
between functional illiteracy and levels of education and labour market
participation.25 Slotermeer-Noordoost and Slotermeer-Zuidwest, for
example, are characterized by high levels of unemployment and a high
percentage of individuals on welfare (10%, against an urban average of
6.4 %). Many people in Nieuw-West are on a debt management plan and
many of the children grow up in a minimum-income household, particularly in Slotermeer-Noordoost. Furthermore, relatively many children in
Nieuw-West have low-educated parents (37%), especially in SlotermeerZuidwest (43%). Professionals have observed language deficiencies in
many children from migrant families, even if they are second or third-
generation.26
Unemployment rates are also high in Bijlmer-Centrum and BijlmerOost. At 18%, the proportion of registered unemployed individuals is well
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above the Amsterdam average of 12%. In Bijlmer-Centrum, 33% of households are low income and are headed by a low-educated individual, compared
to the Amsterdam average of 15%. In Bijlmer-Oost, this is 27%.27
This clustering of factors almost certainly contributes to the prevalence
of functional illiteracy in these neighbourhoods. Field studies have shown
that people who lack adequate reading skills tend to be poorly educated,
often live in a non-Dutch speaking social environment and are usually
unemployed. In the urban districts Nieuw-West and Zuidoost, deficient
reading skills particularly cluster among first-generation immigrants. This
matches the results of a large-scale study by the OECD (Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development) of adult core abilities, which
showed functional illiteracy to be common among this group.28
If field studies have made one thing clear, it is that males and the elderly
are still lagging behind and need more attention. In both urban districts,
men turn out to be deficient in reading skills more often than women. Although the difference is comparatively small it increases with age. Age is an
important risk factor; generally speaking, ‘the older, the lower the level’.29
This applies to both employed and unemployed elderly men. These groups
are difficult to reach because taboo and shame still play a significant part.
Such individuals therefore face a considerable risk of social isolation. Since
the Netherlands are an aging nation and this trend will only accelerate
in the next few decades, functional illiteracy among the elderly will also
increase. Language ambassadors may help to remove the taboo and shame
which still surround it.
If we look more specifically at the relation between labour market position and gender, it is apparent that employed men are functionally illiterate
more often than employed women: 27% of men against 23% of women in
Nieuw-West and 33% of men against 21% of women in Zuidoost. The comparatively better position of women is perhaps a reflection of substantial
efforts by Amsterdam council in the last decade on behalf of the (language)
development and empowerment of women. Cases in point are Amsterdams
Buurvrouwen Contact (ABC) and centres for women’s emancipation such
as Nisa for Nisa, Vrouw en Vaart and Hippe Heks.
Amsterdam’s language policy is targeting groups like people on welfare
and the unemployed, labour migrants from Europe, former migrants who
are exempt from civic integration requirements, new immigrants and
refugees, as well as speakers of Dutch who are struggling with the Dutch
language.30 There is no specific focus on the elderly and on men. Greater
diversity in language training services (formal and informal) and strategies
to localize specifically employed men with deficient reading skills may
result in a more effective approach of functional illiteracy. Employers, too,
should become aware of the need for additional training of functionally
illiterate personnel, even if only for economic reasons.

I was a language coach myself once,
and I know how hard it is to learn the
language. The main lesson I learned from this
project is that the interaction between informal and formal language training providers
at urban district level in Nieuw West has
become much diluted. As a result of the
municipal reorganization the control over
language and integration has been removed
from the urban district. Responsibility for
language and integration has become centralized and is nog longer one of the local council’s
tasks. That is regrettable, for in the meantime
language training providers are asking us for
more guidance. It is crucial that an adequate
range of formal and informal language services continues to be available and reaches
the target group. As urban district organization we must make that effort even though we
no longer have the means. I would like to see
more emphasis on language deficiency and
functional illiteracy in our area plans. It
would be one way for Nieuw West to be able
to convince the Board and Council of the
urgency. After all, problems like poverty,
unemployment and criminality are intimately
tied up in it.
This study has helped to place the importance of language in the handling of social
problems back on the agenda, and as a result
the RVE [ Resultaat Verantwoordelijke
Eenheid, ‘result-oriented unit’ ]. The City
of Amsterdam exists of four clusters. Each
cluster has several departments with their
own expertise] and the urban districts to
gether are now offering combined trajectories
(language and participation), when feasible.
If you want to activate people you have to
address their language skills as well. Here in
the urban district, we ourselves, Startpunt
and representatives of Sociaal Loket together
are looking into ways to get the urban district’s former function as language supervisor
back on track. But the RVE has to allocate
the funds to do it.

If you want to activate people,
you have to address
their language skills as well
Yvonne Cornelisse

Commissioning body Sociaal Domein,
urban district organization Nieuw West

The fieldlab is a suitable environment
for studying social issues together with a
number of different parties. Several different
fieldlab projects are currently running in
Nieuw West. What I would have liked to see
more of, and also expected, is that we would
really learn from each other. That there would
be opportunities in the course of the study
for mutual influence. In reality, however,
I observed little interaction between researchers, students and administrators or professionals. I’m interested to see how we might
get more out of the fieldlab in the short term;
that it would have an actual effect on an
administrator’s daily actions.
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Inadequate reading skills are also quite common among parents with
more than one child: 29% in Nieuw-West and 38.1% in Zuidoost. Among
first-generation immigrant parents the percentages are even higher: 52%
in Nieuw-West and 48.5% in Zuidoost. Children whose parents are poorly
educated have a greater chance of falling behind at school.31 Although in
such families the children tend to adopt tasks for which their parents’
Dutch language skills are insufficient, the children themselves also tend
to score below average in language proficiency.
Since many children are growing up with parents whose reading and
writing skills are poor, the risk that the problem will persist is substantial.
This underscores the importance of language courses targeting functionally illiterate parents. Parents play a major role in their children’s development and in the prevention of deficiencies, making the family the primary
environment for efforts to prevent functional illiteracy. Studies have
shown that ‘Family Literacy’ programmes which simultaneously target
the (language) development of parents and children are effective forms
of intervention.32 Taal voor Thuis by Stichting Lezen & Schrijven as well
as Taal met Ouders by AUAS are two examples of trajectories aiming for
parental involvement in the development of children.
New relations demand new approaches The field studies carried out
in urban districts Nieuw-West and Zuidoost show that by deploying large
research teams and a measuring instrument that is easy to use, functionally
illiterate individuals can be reached and specific high-risk groups in a
neighbourhood can be traced. Thus, contact can be established with people
who are often overlooked. The correlation between language skills on the
one hand and educational and labour-market prospects on the other is made
visible. The research projects also tie in with the new action programme
Tel mee met Taal,33 in which language is viewed as the means to be able to
cope in various spheres of life. People with language problems should have
the opportunity to succeed in their jobs, their families and their contacts
with care providers, just like everyone else. Functional illiteracy can
be dealt with quite effectively, precisely in areas where the most serious
language deficiencies have been reported.
There are opportunities for further innovation in activation and edu
cation. Fieldlab students can assist in providing training to functionally
illiterate parents in a home environment (family). An impact assessment
by the pilot Taal met Ouders revealed that the language programme may
result in greater social integration. Significant differences were observed
in language skills, digital skills and assertiveness.34 The 2015 changes to
the Education and Vocational Training Act (WEB) opened doors to inno
vations in the field of education to match the target group’s diversity.35
Knowledge institutions like AUAS may play a part in the city, for example
by letting students participate in programmes to simultaneously improve
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the (language) skills of parents and children (Family Literacy) so as to
prevent future functional illiteracy. At the same time, the students themselves benefit in that they are given an opportunity to learn more and to
become acquainted with the diversity of the fieldlab’s target groups.
The new challenges in education demand robust forms of collaboration
between administrations, social organizations and knowledge institutions
so as to be able to reach out further to functionally illiterate individuals.
Functional illiteracy is a societal issue for which an individual, school-
focused approach is inadequate. Part of the solution lies in the network
formed by the local situation, in which each organization can play its own
part. In this respect, the fight against functional illiteracy is also a matter
of governance. A knowledge institute, such as a university of applied
science, can also contribute to this local approach. The fundamental task
of all universities of applied science is to provide high-quality bachelor-
level education with a focus on professional practice as well as being firmly
rooted in the region or in a specific social segment. Universities of applied
science therefore clearly have a social function, and part of their strength
is in their huge student population, which can contribute to the handling
of social issues and through which the school can offer a wide range of
expertise.
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Workshop project Image Zuidoost (see chapter 10).

Participants of a work meeting sharing ideas on how to handle debt problems
among youngsters in urban district Zuidoost.

iv

REFLEC
TIONS

introduction
———————
Since their start in 2012 the fieldlabs have continued to develop
as they progressed in the field. This reflection-in-action on the
fieldlab method, as well as its translation into the management
of daily practice, formed an important part of the fieldlab core
teams’ work process. In this section, fieldlab coordinators reflect
on a number of crucial developments in the labs’ success.
Sandra Bos, fieldlab coordinator Oost, zooms in on the process
of question-oriented action. Looking back, she addresses the
difficulty of placing the end user centre-stage in trajectories
of change and in research carried out in fieldlabs. Financial
considerations as well as interests are important constraining
factors, and maintaining a balance between the contributions
of diverse parties needs close attention.
Anna de Zeeuw, fieldlab coordinator Nieuw-West, reflects
on the importance of language and translation in developing
the collaboration between partners. Even opting for the word
‘fieldlab’ started off a specific dialogue between Nieuw-West’s
involved partners. By means of a few examples Anna de Zeeuw
analyses the impact of word choice on the experience of fieldlab partners.
Elke van der Heijden, fieldlab coordinator Zuidoost, inves
tigates the role of trust in the context of the fieldlab’s troubled
start. She describes how, in a fieldlab’s start-up phase, its
partners participate mainly on the basis of economic consid
erations, and how facilitators may foster confidence in a fieldlab’s added value.

14
sandra bos

listening to locals
If you are preparing to deal with tenacious metropolitan issues,
your choice of method is never neutral. The selected targets may be
set from the urban district’s perspective, by a researcher’s agenda,
or by residents. The latter form a diverse category. Taking residents’
wishes as a starting point calls for a more precise definition of the
target group. Residents come in all sorts, and each selected problem
(guided by the local council’s wishes) centres on another resident
category. Choices regarding projects and trajectories inevitably involve assessments a fieldlab coordinator has to make, in consultation
with several parties.
A question-oriented approach is popular. No local initiative is accepted
these days without a prior ‘bottom-up’ consultation of residents as to
their needs and ideas. On paper, a question-oriented approach may appear
feasible, but in actual practice it proves to be anything but. For who is
the ‘asking party’? Is a ‘bottom-up’ question leading in the choice of the
problem and the method? And what if there are several parties with
different interests who each want to have a say in how the issue will be
handled, ‘bottom-up’?
A resilient neighbourhood Since its 2007–2011 neighbourhood reno
vation, Amsterdam-Oost has been an area with an abundance of resident
initiatives, neighbourhood communities and a local administration who
provides the opportunities and means to facilitate and stimulate these
dynamics at grassroots level. Experimentation with resident budgets,
neighbourhood budgets and social tender is lively. In short: Oost is moving
and ambitious. The question is how Oost, despite current budget cuts
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and administrative shifts, will be able to sustain this energy.1 Could it
become even more attuned to its residents and smarter in working with all
sorts of stakeholders? That was the question urban district Oost initially
asked the facilitators of Fieldlab Oost to investigate.
The question matched one of the fieldlab’s own ambitions: to help to
bring about a resilient neighbourhood. One where residents, business owners and others would be given the space and be relied upon to do what would
make them and their neighbourhood resilient and powerful.2 It would help
them to be able to better cope with social and political developments, administrative shifts and budget cuts. The implication of this ambition of Fieldlab
Oost was that the definition and approach of the issues should centre on the
neighbourhood. But how can a large knowledge institute, with researchers
who are often unfamiliar with the dynamics and resilience of Oost and who
depend on earmarked, project-specific funding, set up a ‘bottom-up’ strategy? And this, moreover, whilst partnering with urban district Oost, which
has its own agenda and policy cycle.
‘The’ question of ‘the’ citizen Question-oriented methods seem to be
a counter-reaction to a period in which others (administrations and market
forces) than the end user decided the appearance of a renovated square, the
types of care available in a neighbourhood, and the frequency of local green
maintenance.3 Not just in care but also in other public sectors, the position
of the end user, the resident, is changing.4 Residents are expected to become
involved in and take responsibility for their environment, allowing the
government to step back in some situations. Residents in their turn sometimes wish to have more influence on policies. The implications for public
professionals are that they have to start operating on the basis of what is
being asked or needed.
The danger of the popularity of question-oriented strategies is that it
may lead to a less rigorous assessment of their suitability in each situation.
Moreover, among involved and consulted parties its novel nature raises
high expectations which may not always be lived up to.5 After all, not all
proposed issues lend themselves to being best dealt with locally and by
locally stationed professionals and researchers.6 Also, there are frequent
collisions between, on the one hand, the power of the comprehensive
body of local knowledge and the novel solutions and, on the other, a market
party or a compartmentalized administration based outside the area.7
Finally, the expression ‘bottom-up’ implies a new method, as if earlier
projects were not equally question-oriented and based on collaboration
with end users.8
Whatever the case may be, from now on public professionals are ex
pected to operate ‘bottom-up’. The world of systems reaches out to everyday
life. An interesting aspect of this type of question-oriented approach is
that the term ‘question-oriented’ almost always refers to ‘the’ question of
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‘the’ resident: the resident as the main end user of the solution. ‘Questionoriented’ implies that those asking the question make the first step, followed by a response which reflects that question.9 This is suggestive of
one-way traffic: administrations reach out to citizens and the citizens formulate their needs. However, the idea was rather to get citizens to abandon
their position as consumers. The administration is no longer supposed to
be a supplier of services but a mediator between various different parties.10
What is needed is a mutual, local interplay of give and take, for the very
reason that what is being asked ‘from below’ is seldom clear-cut. The
definition of the question is preceded by a process of listening, attuning
and redefining what is needed. A commonly used definition of a questionoriented approach is therefore: establishing a match between what is
available and the (subjective) needs of residents in a process of ongoing
interaction between government, institutions and residents.11
It is this interaction between parties which the fieldlab facilitates. This
process involves more than the needs of residents; in the dynamics of cocreation multiple parties have a question and are looking for a matching
answer. It is up to the core team to investigate the relationships between the
asking parties, the researcher, the public servant, the official, the resident.
The asking party In order to get a general idea of current issues in urban
district Oost, Fieldlab Oost in the start-up phase organized two public work
meetings for key figures in Fieldlab Oost.12 In the course of the search for
potential fieldlab projects the fieldlab questioned a number of local administrators, the secretary of the urban district council, and BOOT-Oost representatives. In a parallel process, an inventory was carried out of all projects
in Oost in which AUAS was involved. Meanwhile, three lecturers had joined
the core team. They were interested in conducting research in Oost and
their studies tied in with the broad themes contained in Fieldlab Oost’s
110 Dagen Plan (‘110-day plan’; in other labs this was a ‘100-day plan’,
see Chapter 4, The Fieldlab Method). A situation arose in which a search
for a research area was accompanied by an offer by the researchers to
provide the methods and techniques. At the same time the local council’s
call for support for its employees who were working in the neighbourhoods
grew louder. This request occurred against a backdrop of the abolition of
urban districts as administrative body, a centralization of resources and
expertise, and a greater focus on area-based approaches.13
Each of the three asking parties — neighbourhood, urban district council and researchers — was keen to use the fieldlab to fulfil its own needs.
With hindsight, the fact that the neighbourhood in the end drew the short
straw in the ultimate selection of problems and areas was to some extent
to be expected in the light of the 110 Dagen Plan. Despite its focus on question-oriented methods and resident-controlled local development, the
plan’s chapter ‘De spelers’ (‘The Players’) barely mentions the residents
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as partners. Not exactly an appealing invitation for a question-oriented
experiment.
A similar trend can be observed in the projects’ execution. In the context
of the project Age Friendly City (AFC), the local neighbourhood was regarded as a suitable study area rather than an end user with a specific question.
What is more, the search for the most suitable neighbourhood for the project’s execution only started after the project had already been approved.
AFC is a global network of the World Health Organization which Amsterdam Municipality has joined. Together with Dutch public health service
GGD, the council initiated a search for a suitable pilot area. The research
group in question, which initially focused on a project on collaboration
between formal and informal care providers, saw an opportunity to fulfil
its financial obligations by establishing a link between its original fieldlab
project and AFC. Perhaps as a result of these top-down preliminaries, no
elderly individuals, care givers or care institutions were initially consulted.
The neighbourhood was involved, however, in the study’s implementation
phase. Several elderly individuals are even playing a special part as they are
being trained as co-researchers and as such are interviewing their elderly
fellow residents with regard to their wishes and needs in the neighbourhood.14 The local agenda of the Indische Buurt neighbourhood, where the
pilot is taking place, lists ‘aging’ as a current issue.15 In other words, in this
fieldlab trajectory an urban project (AFC), with assistance from a fieldlab
related research group, locates a suitable study area in urban district Oost.
A win-win situation for Amsterdam Municipality, urban district Oost,
and the research group in question.
The project Klimaatbestendige Wijk originated in the research group
‘Water in en om de stad’ (‘Water in and around the city’). At first, this was a
low-priority theme within the local administration, even though the area
plan for Watergraafsmeer among its other tasks also included flooding
prevention by means of water retention zones and a greater focus on re
newable sources of energy.16 However, the involved lecturer realized the
urgency and complexity of the issue as early as 2014 and during a Fieldlab
Oost work meeting linked the research group to the theme and, later, to
the structural maintenance trajectory in Middenmeer. In this case, the
‘question’ arose out of what the research group together with the urban
district’s administrators could offer, in the form of a collaboration at neighbourhood level and a joint learning process in the field of excessive water
and heat stress.
Urban district Oost, RvE Ruimte en Duurzaamheid, Waternet, housing
associations and neighbourhood organizations became interested. Once
again, the role of local residents is important mainly in the project’s design
and implementation phases. In this case, an AUAS research group went
looking for support in Oost so as to be able to start working with this theme.
It also approached co-financers who might be willing to invest in the ex

It may be that we used to operate in a
more supply-oriented manner, but
whether you should replace that with question-oriented methods is still far from
decided. You have to know the local needs
and demands. An offer by or initiating role for
the government is no longer always a given.
Probably it isn’t what residents really want
either. If public professionals have to start
working in a more question-oriented manner,
the implication is that they immediately have
to come up with a response to that need. A
government of ‘you ask, we give’, which is exactly what we no longer want to be. Giving out
a passport, on the other hand, can be eminently question-oriented. In part as a result of the
fieldlab, we in Oost are (increasingly) using
the energy of resident and business networks.
To listen and reflect is part of that.
What I think is very important is that we
are more aware of what is going on in a neighbourhood. Drafting a project plan implies that
you know exactly how to proceed, but at that
stage we do not yet know what the actual
needs are. To first explore for six months, as
Sandra Bos suggests, would be a very good
idea. In the fieldlab we have used such an
almost anthropological approach for some
elements, but accomplishing that with two
large organizations with certain (tenacious)
structures is difficult. Both AUAS and the
local council contribute financially and are
held accountable for the invested time and
funds. To ‘first look around for half a year’
requires a different interpretation of the role
of the steering committee, core team or even
of the entire organizational structure. We ran
into that rather often. We — as a core team —
also noticed how difficult it was to consistently follow up on it. We did give the research
teams some space for certain aspects, yet at
the same time we would ask the research
teams to deliver preliminary results. You can
continue to explore ways to design a more
sustainable street, but there comes a point
when the houses are finished, and it is nice to
have a finished street by then. I realized that
keeping each other informed and showing
interest in each other’s positions also results
in clarity and possibilities. We don’t have one

Looking for what does
and doesn’t work
Jasper Boesveldt

Facilitator Fieldlab Oost

single organizational format for a fieldlab. It
is a good thing to have the fieldlab method
existing side by side with the world of systems
and project-based strategies.
The search for what does and doesn’t work
has truly been a collective learning process.
In a fieldlab, you are free to show yourself
vulnerable: the importance of uncertainty and
of daring to openly admit to it. An educational
institution is able to contribute to a process
of ongoing development and innovation as
well as reflection on our own professional
performance. This produces better insights
in how we want to train new professionals
and what kind of professionals we ourselves
would like to be. Since this is a long-term
collaboration, it is possible to carry out multiple smaller, short-term cyclical actions and
interventions, which again allow for reflection on the long-term vision you formulated
together. Perhaps the best outcome of this
search is the discovery of the importance of
uncertainty. It would be a nice bonus if all of
society could adopt such an open attitude.
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periment. In order to link potential project-specific sources of funding to a
fieldlab trajectory, the study’s added value needs to be clear from the start.
Also, the project should transcend its local character and local needs. In
order to outweigh the investment, yields in neighbourhood X should lend
themselves to being transplanted to neighbourhood Y.
A question-oriented strategy with the neighbourhood as a demanding
party in the preparatory stage of a fieldlab project turns out to be a complicated task. The fieldlab, and in particular the involved research groups, is
functioning both as demanding and as a supplying party and as such fulfils
a pivotal role in the project’s first phase. Before filing the project proposal
a check was carried out whether the project tied in with the neighbourhood
agendas. In this case, both boxes could be ticked off. We may cautiously
state that these agenda items reflect the priorities of the neighbourhood.
Looking for balance Question-oriented strategies are a popular and in
many cases recommended modus operandi. But they can also be misleading,
and unless properly understood and put into practice they may seem a
mere semantic trick.17 It should therefore be evident whose question the
focus is on.
In the context of Fieldlab Oost, identifying purely bottom-up issues
from the start was difficult. There are three reasons for this. First, Fieldlab
Oost’s familiarity with local networks and neighbourhoods was initially
too limited to be able to arrive at a carefully considered selection of issues.
The fieldlab did, however, at some later point reach back to a few earlier
identified local issues by means of neighbourhood agendas, among others.
Second, the neighbourhood is obviously not the only asking party. Also the
district council has its questions and needs to which it seeks answers and
a solution through the fieldlab. Likewise, AUAS research groups are looking
for fields or cases which they can use to apply and evaluate new methods
and new procedures. Finally, project-specific funds — a necessary condition
for starting a fieldlab project — are often decisive in the realization of the
project and the selection of the area. In the case of Fieldlab Oost, questionoriented strategies therefore equal multi-stakeholder strategies, in which
the question ‘whose issues will be addressed first?’ decides the ultimate
outcome. Equally crucial is the decision as to which stakeholders will be
admitted to the interactive process and when, and how much manoeuvring
room they will receive.
In the case of Fieldlab Oost, it became apparent that the involved lecturers and area managers in particular had a significant share in the selection
of research topics and a study area. The resident, as main stakeholder and
demanding party, only played a minor part in deciding the themes but was
more prominently present in the design and implementation phases. These
phases seem to be better suited to a question-oriented strategy. This is
acceptable, for the justification of question-oriented strategies lies not
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(solely) in providing what residents as end users want, but (also) in helping
to solve a particular metropolitan problem.
In a fieldlab, the point is to serve all four demanding parties and to
strike a balance, to create a dynamic interaction which all can accept. If
this can be accomplished, a fieldlab as a community of practice is able to
draw upon outside knowledge, to empower residents, to make a neighbourhood resilient and to offer professionals a robust network in which they
can make a difference. One more step, and a ‘co-city’ emerges, characterized
by co-creative administrative structures in which multiple parties share
a sense of collective ownership and take responsibility for an area, a task,
a common goal.18
You reap what you sow Convinced as I am of the added value of a question-oriented or area-oriented approach from the start, I will conclude by
offering a suggestion to make this possible in the context of AUAS fieldlabs
as well. Instead of substantial financial investments by AUAS, the municipality and others from the moment a research plan is approved, a lecturer
interested in doing research in the context of Fieldlab Oost could apply for
‘seed money’. For a period of six to twelve months, researchers and students
visit a neighbourhood to explore a number of local issues that have links
with the research group, and build a network. Following this preliminary
study the research group, on behalf of the neighbourhood, and the urban
districts file a plan in which the three parties argue why they require funding to carry out a one or two-year follow-up study of the issue. During this
stage, the fieldlab core team can lay down a number of conditions. Thus
a situation is prevented in which a fieldlab on the basis of discussions and
reports selects broad issues for which it has to find matching research
groups, who then have to convince the district council and potential financing parties that they have a relevant and widely supported case on their
hands which will benefit from more field research. That is not how question-oriented methods were intended.
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building bridges with words
Language is an important factor in processes where very different
parties together work towards social innovation. It is therefore
important that fieldlab participants develop a certain sensitivity to
the language used by the various parties. Words that are meaningful
to one party can be ‘red flags’ to others, have a different meaning or
even have an antagonizing effect. An awareness of this issue in the
form of ‘translating’ between parties is therefore crucial.
Fieldlabs are characterised by collaboration and innovation by means
of networks. A fieldlab provides an environment where the dichotomy
between the bureaucratic world of government and the daily reality of
residents can be transcended. Working together, is its device. Interaction
between parties is a central part of this process and one which automatically implies that the language used by individuals and parties is important.
For example, a danger of a fieldlab’s innovative setting is that parties start
to communicate in jargon, which makes it difficult to connect people from
different organizations. The gap between the language of policy makers
and the daily stories of residents is often mentioned in this respect. This
gap is a result of veiled language or using words in an idiosyncratic sense.1
The situation may also give rise to processes in which no serious attempts
are made to really listen to each other, culminating in a ‘dialogue of
the deaf’.
It is an established fact that language reveals much about ways of thinking, concepts and underlying values and convictions of persons or groups.2
This means that, to a professional, an ability to connect with the language,
personal relevance and perceptions of residents is vital.3
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To be able to understand each other’s stakes in the collaborative effort
of a fieldlab it is necessary to learn to speak each other’s language. Relevant
in this context is the use of framing as a technique for persuasion in communication. Tversky & Khaneman4 mention the effect the words that are
chosen on attitudes and patterns of behaviour, a phenomenon which can
be used in interactions with people to create a shared reality, evoke asso
ciations or invite them to act.5 How did language function during Fieldlab
Nieuw-West’s first years?
A private language The kick-off meeting for Fieldlab Nieuw-West’s projects was on October 9, 2014. In the fieldlab’s programme plan, the partners
mention a contribution to civic self-reliance as the projects’ main goal.
The focus was on two locations, Ringzone Noord (Geuzenveld-Slotermeer)
and Ringzone Zuid (Slotervaart), each with its own sub-theme (respectively
poverty and social cohesion). Many of the players attended the kick-off,
all speaking their own jargon: district council Nieuw-West with representatives of several political parties; civil servants in charge of metropolitan
issues; and the area teams responsible for ‘translating’ policy on behalf of
local residents. Also present were organizations such as Huis van de Wijk,
incubators, volunteer organizations and housing associations. The idea was
at a later stage to involve a highly diverse group of Nieuw-West residents,
through the projects. During this initial phase the word ‘fieldlab’ had a
linguistically interesting effect, in that it quickly appealed to this varied
group of local players, quite apart from its practical content. It seemed
a concept nobody could have any objections against.6
The names of fieldlab projects were important from a linguistic point of
view, since they would serve as the fieldlab’s ‘business card’. The ‘framing’

In 2014, four projects were started:
v Project Financiële zelfredzaamheid [‘Financial self-reliance’]
v Project De Keukentafel: pedagogisch thuisklimaat [‘The Kitchen
Table: an educationally stimulating home environment’]
v Project Kijk! Een gezonde wijk [‘Look! A healthy neighbourhood’]
v Project Collectief aan de slag bij participatie [‘Working collectively
towards participation’]
Projects started in 2015:
v Project Mijn Straat: toe-eigening van de directe woonomgeving
[’My Street: taking possession of the immediate residential
environment’]
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of these names was not controlled by the urban district’s core team and
AUAS priority theme Urban Management but by researchers of the respective research groups. The aim of the projects was to start from the residents’
daily reality. With hindsight, the titles of the different projects reflect
differences not only in their methods but also in their capacity to connect
everyday realities and the world of systems by means of language.
The project name ‘Kijk ! Een gezonde wijk’ could be taken literally as an
invitation to residents to look at their own neighbourhood. The name was
used on the project website and during a week-long event, the ‘Kijk! Meet
week’, in which residents tested a digital application they had developed
themselves for collecting information on how people experience their
neighbourhood. The name ‘De Keukentafel ’ [‘The Kitchen Table’] needed
more explanation but was evocative and as such raised curiosity. The name
refers to the project’s goal: to work together with families to improve the
learning environment of their children. Sometimes the first step literally
involved placing a kitchen table, because there was none: no place for
children to do their homework.
In the other fieldlab projects, however, the names that were chosen
were mainly policy related. The name ‘Collectief aan de slag bij participatie’,
for instance, was suggested by administrators. In the course of discussions
on how to conduct the study the researchers discovered that the term
‘participation’ was being interpreted in many different ways. This led to
a desire to investigate how residents and businesses in Nieuw-West perceived ‘participation’. The outcome was that residents don’t think in terms
of ‘participation’ and ‘self-reliance’ and are usually unfamiliar with the
background of these terms, but that they assign meaning to their daily
activities in their own ways (see also Chapter 9).
The diversity of project names and the associations they evoked turned
out to be predictors of the diversity in the interaction with residents.
‘Kijk !’ is almost a call to action aimed at the residents, which is indeed what
happened in the course of the study with the development of an application.
The title ‘Collectief aan de slag met participatie’ initially raised some questions but as such instigated a dialogue and an exploration of the neighbourhood. Choice of words is clearly important. This was also apparent in another, later project in Nieuw-West, the so-called dashboard pilot, where
it led to a linguistic adjustment.
Looking for the right words The search for the right name and a shared
reality between the different parties also featured in another fieldlab initiative. From the start, the fieldlab core team was wondering how the various
project results might be grouped under one transparent heading, on the one
hand so as to be able to assess to what extent it contributed to the selected
local targets and, on the other, so as to strive for a shared language that might
connect the different studies and researchers.7 Ultimately, the core team
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decided that an overall ‘dashboard’ per neighbourhood would be useful,
whereby specific goals, i.e. the contents of the dashboard, could be determined specifically for each neighbourhood. A 2016 pilot project to accomplish this centred on the question: how can a dashboard help to collect
information on a neighbourhood, and does it allow monitoring and interpretation of the effects of fieldlab experiments? For this pilot, the Van
Deyssel neighbourhood was selected, a section of Amsterdam Nieuw-West
characterized by complex poverty-related issues and a varied population
of many different nationalities. In conformity with the earlier mentioned
programme plan the inventory and experiments revolved on the theme
‘Behaviour in a situation of poverty’.8 In June, 2016, the dashboard pilot in
the Van Deyssel neighbourhood began with a preliminary kick-off meeting
by researchers and local professionals. Among the items on the agenda was
the methodological question whether — and if so, how — a dashboard can
contribute to ‘learning with the neighbourhood’ on this subject. However,
diverging interpretations of the word ‘dashboard’ led to different expectations among the participants.
The perceptions of the involved parties displayed a noticeable dichotomy
of ‘numbers versus stories’, in which the different jargons and ideologies
of policy makers, local professionals and residents were apparent. Policy
makers spoke of the neighbourhood as a ‘demarcated geographical area’
in which ‘data’ could be generated. This led to a preference for a numerical
dashboard.9 Amsterdam Municipality’s area plan cycle, for example, is
largely based on data on contentment and other issues per area.
During the kick-off, the local professionals emphasized the necessity of
‘translating’ such jargon into language understood by the neighbourhood.
They also pointed out the wealth of local alternative knowledge in the form
of stories and experiences, which might yield more information on povertyrelated issues than mere numbers would. This might be inexplicit or tacit
knowledge of local professionals as well as stories told by residents.10 But
the local stories which you hear at the baker’s and the butcher’s proved to
be ill suited to the initial idea of a neighbourhood dashboard. Gathering
such information after all requires empathy, time, and tuning in to local
resident networks. The starting point therefore ought to be that the neighbourhood contains a wealth of important stratified information but that
this information is neither easily accessible nor quickly observable and
quantifiable. This raised the question as to how this fecund world of stories
and implicit knowledge could be translated into a dashboard, a concept
initially surrounded by connotations of quantifiable indicators and objective information.
Was ‘dashboard’, in fact, the proper term to use? The professionals liked
it, but was it flexible enough to take resident experiences into account?
And what would be its effect? In the end, enthusiastic professionals of a
number of organizations worked together to establish a (digital) platform
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for the exchange of knowledge with regard to ‘behaviour in poverty situations’ among youngsters in Nieuw-West, which could also accommodate
the experience-based expertise of professionals. The word ‘dashboard’
was ignored. This removed its sting. ‘We called it the dashboard method,
but we gradually found out that ‘dashboard’ did not reflect what we were
doing […]. The instrument was meant to start a dialogue between parties […].
To emphasize its collective nature, we began to use the term ‘digital platform’.11
In the course of the process, the initial resentment caused by the word
‘dashboard’ proved to be very productive. The debates as to its meaning led
to an interactive process out of which emerged mutual understanding, a
form of negotiated knowledge between the different parties.12 By working
together, a new language was created that was better suited to the interests
and wishes of the partners in this project.
Conscious language The fieldlabs show that in settings with multiple
parties, understanding each other’s language is crucial for being able to
understand the other persons’ interests and to arrive at shared problem
perceptions and goals. The fieldlab projects in Nieuw-West each established
a language of their own and displayed diversity in the choice of a project
name. For example, ‘Kijk! Een gezonde wijk’ was an invitation to residents
to act. Other project names, which used words such as ‘participation’ and
‘self-reliance’, mainly targeted policy makers.
With respect to the wording of fieldlab projects, the question is not only
whether the selected terms reflect the projects’ intentions but also to whom
they are directed. Is the intention to give the fieldlab a recognizable ‘face’
in the eyes of institutional partners, or to start working with residents?
The framing of the projects should take this into account. The example of
the dashboard pilot illustrates the value of a discussion on words and meanings. Such as discussion ultimately contributes to a negotiated knowledge
and a new, shared frame of reference.
In conclusion, we may state that it is important in a fieldlab to use words
carefully and to know how to establish a common language. This is an important task for the fieldlab coordinator, who has to bring all researchers
on board in this. The challenge is to build a solid bridge between all stakeholders. The wider the gap to be bridged, the more difficult but also the more
innovative this process can be.

Colleagues of mine sometimes ask if
Anna and I are sisters. We are actually
very different types, but we understand
each other quite well. That click between us
has had its advantages, I think, for it allowed
us to build a bridge between the council
and AUAS. A matter of the right people at
the right time.
The start-up phase of the fieldlab started
to be fun when it became more practical.
At first, a 100-day plan is still very broad so
you have to start filtering. By the time we had
been going for over a year, things began to
take shape. We started in two areas where
several different problems cluster. The topics
‘poverty prevention’ and ‘social cohesion’
were a sort of umbrella that covers multiple
issues and which the government can always
agree upon regardless of political changes.
We had AUAS lectures give a pitch to council
representatives, almost as a speed date. That
led to a selection of projects, which made it
more real.
What was important to me was for us to
get out of that compartmentalized municipal
situation and to start working in an inter
disciplinary way. The situation within AUAS
was just as compartmentalized, so we had
to break that down. We invested quite a lot
of energy in communication with a wider
audience by means of symposiums and the
annual conference. It takes a lot of time but it
is very effective. During these events, different people from different professional settings meet, like the municipality, AUAS and
other professional organizations. We had
tried often enough to get the housing associations around the table, and now it just happened. The added value lies in organizing
communities, so that you can look across each
other’s fences.
Fieldlab research does not produce a blueprint for other areas. It is about drawing
lessons from the process, learning by doing,
so that the method eventually may lead to
solutions elsewhere. By keeping it small and

To look over the fence
is very important
Betty Ramaekers

Programme manager Development Leerlijnen
[courses of study] and fieldlab coordinator,
De Amsterdamse School, Amsterdam Municipality

practical it is possible to experiment, evaluate
and reflect. That is how added value is being
created. In that sense, fieldlab strategies also
support the council’s area-oriented efforts:
dealing comprehensively with problems at
a local level, which requires collaboration.
That is why language matters so much, not
only between fieldlab parties but also between
for instance a fieldlab and local residents.
Your question as a researcher — or area
team — has to be comprehensible to those of
whom you are seeking an answer. You must
be able to place yourself in your target group’s
position to understand what is of interest
to them. It’s a good thing that the council
can engage in this learning process together
with AUAS.

16
elke van der heijden

trust, a matter
of supply and demand
Persistent metropolitan issues demand an intensive engagement by
multiple parties. That is a great idea, but it does not automatically
translate into action. The reality is that there is already a galaxy of
social institutions and companies, civil servants and residents.
A world that is already turning and does not eagerly look forward to
a collaboration with a university of applied science. Starting a fieldlab
demands a huge investment by multiple parties, and this requires
confidence in the added value. The first two difficult years of Fieldlab
Zuidoost made that painfully clear. More than a year after the signing
of an MoU with partners from Zuidoost, little had yet materialized
of the formulated ambitions. First after AUAS had found a way to
start a conversation on the everyday dilemmas encountered by professionals, civil servants, residents and business owners did the
fieldlab’s added value become clear and was there room for mutual
trust to grow.
Fieldlab Zuidoost was meant to be one of three fieldlabs within the ‘priority
theme’ Urban Management. AUAS was therefore particularly motivated
to let the project succeed. On January 29, 2014, Zuidoost Partners, urban
district Zuidoost, business association VAZO and AUAS signed an MoU
for a collaboration. They were looking for new ways to handle the social
challenges in Zuidoost. But although the partners shared overall ambitions,
the fieldlab suffered from a lack of direction. Some partners struggled with
structural shortages of time, resources and capacity. The urban district’s
internal organization and a number of local partners were facing the conse-
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quences of Amsterdam Municipality’s administrative and organizational
reforms. Certainly people on the floor felt that they did not have a stake
in the process, and there seemed to be little enthusiasm to invest in good
projects.
To the AUAS team, this was a particularly trying time and a reason to
choose a different strategy for developing the fieldlab. In the course of an
extensive process of defining the question, the partners achieved a clearer
understanding of what the fieldlab might mean to them in practical terms.
It resulted in confidence in the outcome, which was an important first step
towards a productive collaboration.
The role of trust in social innovation Successful social innovation has
to do with the involved partners’ opportunities to work towards viable
solutions to a social problem.1 This is a process which begins with an urgent
social need, and specifically with the experiences and wishes of those who
feel it most. In this process, new knowledge or new research should first
and foremost benefit the social challenge. In social innovation, the focus is
therefore on the process of collaboration and the practical impact, rather
than on the production of new products or expertise. The necessary conditions for collaboration and innovation are just as important as the new
expertise or product itself. A fieldlab is a deliberately created innovation
environment intended to stimulate these complex processes. Various different parties are embarking on a collective course towards innovation without knowing exactly what it entails. This takes time, frequent meetings,
respect for each other’s interests, financial investment, assessment of
new insights, and occasionally even adjustment of daily practices. In short:
a substantial effort which parties are reluctant to make without good reason.
Bergvall-Kåreborn & Ståhlbröst2 define trust as one of five core principles
of a successful ‘living lab’. They see trust as essential to smoothing the
process of collaboration and stimulating collective learning between the
involved parties. The question is, how best to understand and encourage
trust for the purpose of achieving social innovation.
Elenbos & Klijn3 describe trust as a more or less stable, positive perception among participants of the intentions of the other participants, more
specifically, that the others will refrain from opportunistic behaviour.
Participants have confidence in each other’s competencies and expect that
the other will act for the participants’ collective good even if this cannot
be verified. This is important particularly for raising sympathy in the case
of poor results or when results are not forthcoming, in view of the unpredictable nature of social innovation. This makes trust one of the constraints
for collaboration; it creates a safe environment in which parties will be
more receptive to new ideas.4
Nonetheless, it is important not to be naive. In the start-up phase of a
fieldlab, potential participants initially seem to have other considerations
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Despite its difficult start, on November 14, 2015 Fieldlab Zuidoost
took off with a successful kick-off of five projects:
v
v
v
v
v

Laaggeletterdheid Zuidoost [‘Functional illiteracy Zuidoost’]
Gastvrij Zuidoost [‘Hospitable Zuidoost’]
Vitale wijkeconomie [‘A viable local economy’]
Financiële zelfredzaamheid bij jongeren [‘Financial self-reliance
among youngsters’]
De keukentafel: pedagogisch thuisklimaat [‘The Kitchen Table.
An educationally stimulating environment’ ]

Over fifteen social organizations, businesses and entrepreneurs,
and residents were involved in the development of these projects,
as well as five educational institutions.

at heart. In economic terms, trust could be interpreted as a state in which
participants see potential benefits for themselves through (future) collaboration. Each potential participant balances the pros and cons of collaboration,
of trust and trustworthiness. Specifically, according to this interpretation,
participants assess what it will bring them if they enter into the collaboration and make themselves dependent upon other parties. A significant
factor is their assessment of the potential damage should other participants
prove to be incompetent or opportunistic, and their estimate of the costs
of their own trustworthiness. In this case, trust is largely a matter of calculation in which the perception of the other is one of the factors.5
This economic definition of trust is an important step when aiming for
social innovation. As was mentioned earlier, a successful process of social
innovation begins with an urgent social need. By tuning in to the experiences
and wishes of the people who feel those needs directly — those engaged in
the implementation, on the work floor, among professionals, entrepreneurs,
civil servants and residents — the potential value of a fieldlab becomes tangible. Only when partners observe that their experiences and wishes for the
collaboration are being taken seriously, and when they actually perceive
opportunities for working towards a solution, will they be willing to invest
and makes themselves co-dependent on the collaboration.
The turning point in Fieldlab Zuidoost — having the courage to ask
for trust Fieldlab Zuidoost built upon an already existing collaboration
between the urban district organization and AUAS component BOOT
(Buurtwinkel voor Onderwijs, Onderzoek en Talentontwikkeling, ‘corner
shop for education, research and fostering talent’). AUAS saw opportunities
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for extending this collaboration into a knowledge-centred alliance com
prising strategic partners in the area and a shared research agenda. As
initiator, AUAS’ primary task was to convince partners of the real added
value of such a collaboration in the struggle against social challenges in
Zuidoost. That proved to be difficult. Several partners had rather one-sided
ideas about doing research. While they welcomed AUAS, they made it clear
that the collaboration shouldn’t inconvenience them or take up too much
time. To many partners, a process of collaborative learning was a rather
vague concept. The fact that they would be expected to make an effort further complicated the discussions.
AUAS initially failed to zoom in on the needs in the neighbourhoods
that constituted Zuidoost. Its partners’ attention was engaged elsewhere,
with urban reorganization and in securing their own future. Early in 2015,
the AUAS team opted for another approach to create a new impetus for
the fieldlab, a new conversation technique based in part on ideas formulated
by the Nationaal Regieorgaan Praktijkgericht Onderzoek SIA. SIA was
established in 2006 to strengthen the collaboration between universities of
applied science and the professional field, and to stimulate the application
of expertise in businesses and the public sector. According to SIA, practiceoriented research begins with actors’ daily impediments in their work
in the field; with practical, work-related questions; and with the ongoing
development of businesses. By means of a problem-oriented approach,
researchers and partners in the field together search for solutions and assess
the potential contribution of research to this process.
Inspired by these ideas, the AUAS fieldlab team entered upon discussions
with area brokers and policy officials of the urban district organization, professionals at social institutions, and entrepreneurs. This produced insight
as to which urgent questions and challenges arose in everyday practice.
The discussions mainly concentrated on practical dilemmas and on the
possibilities partners observed for strengthening their own contribution
to local challenges. AUAS partners in these discussion tried to be as explicit
as possible as regards their interests, their expertise and their ideas on
a fieldlab collaboration. They were keen to enter upon a multi-annual commitment to the area and were collectively looking for common ground.
An illustration An illustrative example of the impact of the new strategy
was the first meeting on the prospects for the future of Zuidoost youth,
which was attended by area brokers of the urban district, a representative
of Jongeren Service Punt (‘Youth Service Point’), two policy administrators
with youth policies in their portfolio, the lecturer Poverty and Participation,
and the fieldlab coordinator. The initial response was guarded: surely, studies
of young people were already ongoing, and what would be the practical
benefits for the urban district and for the youngsters themselves? People
were already exceedingly busy. Despite the opposition, we asked our part-
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ners what they considered to be the greatest challenges regarding the
prospects of young people in Zuidoost. A certain group of young people in
Zuidoost is struggling to achieve basic qualifications. They seem to find
them unimportant, have unrealistically rosy ideas about the jobs they
expect to get, and their self-image is fragile.
When AUAS asked those who attended the meeting what they saw as
the main cause for these youngsters’ failure to get basic qualifications, the
conversation took off and the response was unanimous: debts. Debts are
the reason why youngsters rather go and take a job than finish school. The
jobs they are being trained for at school will never pay enough. According
to the involved lecturer, debts are the reason why youngsters take decisions
which may seem lucrative in the short term but which in fact give them a
huge disadvantage on the labour market. When asked whether the currently
available local forms of assistance were suitable for young people or whether there was room for improvement, the answer was again unanimous: some
good things are happening, but there is definitely room for improvement.
‘We don’t know if the methods we are offering are the best, nor do we know
if what is being offered matches the needs and perceptions of Zuidoost
youngsters.’ This meeting proved to be a favourable start of the project. The
attending partners invited their professional relations to join, and during
the large design meeting over fifteen people gathered around the table:
representatives of the ROCs, of organizations for social assistance, of the
urban district and of Amsterdam Municipality’s main administration.
Design session Following the preliminary meetings separate so-called
design sessions were organized for each social issue. Here, the initiators
of the fieldlab invited the main players to join them in defining the issue
and to develop a concrete project proposal. These sessions deployed the
so-called Value Design Canvas6 as a tool to structure the discussions
between parties of different backgrounds and interests. The Value Design
Canvas is a version of the well-known Business Canvas Model. It facilitates
concerned parties in their efforts to develop a shared view of social issues
and to make explicit their own role, interests and contributions in dealing
with a particular issue. Value Design Canvas is based on the Human Centred
Design method.7 This method revolves around the user (the person ex
pressing the need: resident, client, entrepreneur, professional), whom it
regards as the active agent in reaching a solution. Canvas invites concerned
parties to formulate what value they wish to create together in r esponse
to this need, and what they see as their own role in that process. The
figure on the next page shows one of the canvasses developed for F
 ieldlab
Zuidoost.
After the fieldlab’s difficult start, this focus on the practical benefits of
collaboration became a significant impulse. The first building blocks for
trust were put in place by tuning in to the needs and questions of involved
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One of the canvases developed for Fieldlab Zuidoost by Eric Reiman.

partners and by openly formulating individual interests and the role of
AUAS. This new approach set things in motion. While previous agreements at administrative level had lacked conviction in the field, from this
moment onwards fieldlab meetings were well attended and its discussions
inspiring.
Trust remains a point of concern The experiences in Fieldlab Zuidoost
underline the importance of trust for a fieldlab’s chances of success. With
its new strategy in the fieldlab’s start-up phase the AUAS team deliberately
attempted to build trust based on economic considerations. At the start of
a collaboration, parties are largely focused on potential benefits for themselves and on the possible risks associated with investing their precious
time and resources. Likewise, there should be no doubt as to AUAS’ commitment and intentions. The outcome of this economic appraisal determines
whether partners are willing to invest time and resources and to appeal to
their network. In a start-up phase, true engagement and mutual trust can
only thrive if the partners have immediate interests at stake. Noncommittal
studies divested of local interests will be unable to create the level of energy
that is necessary to tackle tenacious social problems and to turn a fieldlab
into a success.
Although the importance of trust in the initial stages of a fieldlab is the
main subject of this chapter, according to the present fieldlab partners it
also plays a vital role in the later stages of the collaboration. In a fieldlab,
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parties with different backgrounds and interests depend on each other.
Provided there is sufficient mutual trust, participants are willing to take
risks and to put up with this kind of vulnerability for a long time.8 Still,
in the unpredictable daily reality of a collaboration it is impossible to know
exactly what the result of a fieldlab collaboration will be and how experiments will turn out. A willingness to trust partners and to show oneself
vulnerable therefore remains essential for a fieldlab’s success also in its
subsequent phase.
In addition, a safe environment will sooner entice participants to accept
novel and perhaps even counterintuitive information and to assess its value
for their own specific situation.9 In this respect, a fieldlab collaboration
may lead to a more profound reflection on underlying ideas and values in
the participants’ daily practice.10 In the fieldlabs, AUAS has tried to conform to existing structures, but subsequent steps will address the political
and strategic implications of the newly gained information. Ultimately,
out of mutual trust between participants of varying backgrounds and interests may emerge a willingness to embrace the learning process as well as
changes in strategic choices, targets or preferences and in daily practice.
In that sense, it is an indispensable element in the process of social inno
vation.

When I started at urban district Zuid
oost in April, 2014, there already existed
some sort of gentlemen’s agreement between
the urban district, AUAS, and Zuidoost Partners, but nothing had been formally decided
yet. That was one of the first tasks I was
assigned. The executive committee subsequently formally accepted the proposal and
subsidies were granted. At that time, we had
as yet no certainty as to future budgets. We
(the urban district and AUAS) looked at
each other, took a deep breath and said that
we would start this year and that we would
both do our utmost to find the means to
continue.
Taking part was especially interesting
to me because one of the conditions was that
researchers were to conform to ambitions
formulated in the area agenda and current
issues in Zuidoost. The input of know-how
and the efforts of AUAS researchers and
students, linked to the area agendas and the
organization of learning; that is the added
value of a collaboration with AUAS. To work
together to improve methods, with people
from different organizations, levels and views.
Social innovation is not just something a few
people want, the challenge is to get the rest
to follow along.
Actually, I see two trajectories as regards
social innovation: the ‘royal road’ of securing
FTE’s, or starting in a little corner with a
small group of dedicated people, who work
together towards a change. But it is always a
combination of both. Internally, we sometimes have to look hard to find people who
still have some time to spare to invest in a
fieldlab project, and also to ensure that those
persons are not simply mouthpieces but are
actually able to collaborate with colleagues.
That is a tough nut to crack in the concept
of social innovation. How to ensure such
collaboration at every level? The most
important thing here is to do the problem
analysis together.
The main challenge is to make sure the
research projects tap into everything else that

Social innovation isn’t just
something of the few who
are willing; the challenge is
to get the rest to join in
Coby Kroon

Former commissioning body Sociaal Domein Zuidoost

is going on in the area and in the municipality
in relation to the organizations that are
involved. That there is still room for improvement to a large extent has to do with communication. Good communication is essential.
In order to keep the involved parties enthu
siastic it is important to regularly bring
them up to speed on the progress. To an area
manager or one of the urban district’s ex
ecutive organizations, only one question is
relevant: how are we going to do things from
now on? A four-year period for scientific
research clashes with a demand for visible
results and short-term commitment. The
longer a study takes, the more important
it becomes to keep the partners in crime
apprised.
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a lab in the city
During the past four years, numerous parties have worked hard in
the Amsterdam fieldlabs to come to grips with countless urban
problems. Lessons were learned, not only with regard to practical
issues; experience was also gained in organizing local labs as testing
grounds for innovation. We learned that building a context conducive
to innovation and mutual learning between heterogeneous parties
is critical and requires time, effort and constant attention. By no
means everything we were hoping to achieve was successful. This is
not only part and parcel of a lab but also typical of the toughness of
the problems and structures that were tackled.
To view the city as a lab is an attractive perspective. With an emphasis on
opportunities, initiatives and breakthroughs that come about when urban
parties together handle problems in innovative ways, optimism has the
upper hand. A situation in which courage, experimentation and collective
learning prevail. Where innovations make life more agreeable, social,
efficient and resilient. Cities have always been regarded as incubators for
innovation, due to the convergence of parties, expertise, capital and or
ganizational power.1 The metaphor of the lab builds on that, adding the
explicit role of knowledge institutions as organizers and arrangers of
learning processes and experiments in which innovations can be tested.

191

192

V

Conclusion

As with every perception, certain perspectives are overlooked. To many
residents, the city is not at all an exciting laboratory but, instead, a place
where life is a struggle, where job insecurity or poor health are a daily
burden, and where new technologies and the popularity of ‘civic strength’
and ‘ self-reliance’ is a threat rather than a stimulant. For all that cities
are an environment for innovation, still the clustering of problems touching upon sustainability, mobility, housing, shared living, aging, safety and
the growing disparity between groups nonetheless remains a daunting
challenge.
Laboratorium Amsterdam therefore specifically targets these seemingly
intractable metropolitan issues in places where innovation is most needed
but least likely to occur, and where new solutions are urgently called for but
success is far from guaranteed. The research goals were to achieve social
innovation with respect to these issues: solutions for structurally different
strategies which emerge out of new forms of collaboration in which stakeholders play a key part.
The Fieldlab Method During the past four years, three fieldlabs shaped
the drive towards innovation. For AUAS, these labs were the product of
a desire to achieve a closer match between its educational and research
activities and urban issues, and to literally bring research to the city.
AUAS organized several priority themes, and the fieldlabs are the format
in which the priority theme Urban Management established a link with
the city. Participating local administrations saw the fieldlab as an oppor
tunity to help them solve complex issues by drawing on the brains and
brawns of AUAS.
Conceptually, the fieldlabs are rooted in theories on social transitions
and shared learning in safe experimental environments. The chapter ‘The
Fieldlab Method’ provides guidelines for initiating and nursing such an
innovative niche. By now, these guidelines are steeped in experience: after
all, although the Amsterdam fieldlabs are based on a range of interdisciplinary concepts and methods, at the same time they arose out of a complex
reality of wide-ranging interests and coalitions. The reflective chapters of
Section IV illustrate the complexities of attempts to arrive at an understanding of each other’s interests and from there to achieve shared goals
and problem perceptions.
The concept of a fieldlab raises certain expectations. To partners in the
field, its main connotations are ‘action’ and ‘doing’, and to a lesser extent
‘policy’ and ‘strategy’. That ties in with a pragmatic and innovative modus
operandi, and with administrations who are searching for new strategies
as they go along. A lab is inseparately linked to experiments. Although we
did not carry out real experiments with control groups in our fieldlabs,
the idea was nonetheless that they would encourage research of a more
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e xperimental nature: short-term cyclic, aiming for interventions, and
learning from them.
What have we learned these past few years about the development and
upkeep of urban places for experimentation? We will briefly reflect on the
main goals of the labs represented in this book by some of their projects.
These goals are: [ 1 ] the creation of learning environments; [ 2 ] the par
ticipation of stakeholders in finding new solutions; and [ 3 ] the realization
of new relations and shifting roles with respect to metropolitan issues.
Creating learning environments Social innovation entails accomplishing more fundamental changes with respect to complex issues. Enabling
this process requires explicit attention to the facilitation of learning.
Second-order learning in particular is critical: reflection on and change
of underlying social structures.2 The Amsterdam fieldlabs taught us there
are several reasons why the creation of similar learning environments is
never a given. In many situations, parties certainly learn but this knowledge
is not made explicit and thereby productive. In an urban experiment such
as World of Food both the chefs and the council were drawing lessons from
the new approach, but what was lacking was a context conducive to undertaking collectively what is required to bring the still fragile experiment one
step further. This is what the study attempted to remedy.
In various other projects we observed that the creation of a successful
learning environment is intimately linked to mutual trust. In the Zuidoost
fieldlab, we were only able to start working with many parties to create local
learning environments after an economically-oriented basis of trust had
been established, which gave the participants the confidence to take risks
and to commit themselves to the long-tern uncertainties of a learning process. Once a basis for collaboration is in place, an explicit method such as
Value Design Canvas may help the stakeholders to formulate what values
they wish to achieve together by means of learning processes. At the most
practical level of interaction between groups based in the city, a method
such as was tested in ‘Playfully towards new relations’ can be an important
source of inspiration. Since with those methods everybody participates
while the social order recedes to the background and contacts are formed
without prejudice, opportunities emerge for new arrangements.
Ensuring suitable conditions and choosing the various methods is only
the beginning of the realization of more fundamental changes. After all,
individual or small-scale learning effects do not immediately cause transitions at more institutional levels. Players who at a micro-level have drawn
lessons from interactions and experimental methods subsequently return
to their own culture, practices and jurisdiction. Even the step from small
effects to a wider impact in the neighbourhood turned out to be difficult.
De Keukentafel, for example, provides a small-scale learning environment
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to counteract the persistent problem of learning deficiencies by introducing
a new form of interaction of children, parents, schools and knowledge
institutions. However, for the time being its effect on parents is too small
to lead to more structural changes at neighbourhood level.
We may conclude that the fieldlabs have contributed mainly to the formation of a number of small learning environments centring on different
social challenges. That is an important first step. We have used several
different methods to learn to make matters more explicit. The step towards
a wider impact, institutionally as well as geographically, has not yet been
made. To do that, it is vital that locally developed knowledge and lessons
can be made applicable to other situations with similar problems. In addition, a long-term commitment of persons and parties is essential to actually
internalize new strategies and to make them integral components of their
own organizations.
Stakeholder participation Stakeholder participation is one of the corner
stones of fieldlab methodology. Solutions that have been developed jointly
with stakeholder are multi-layered and more robust, because there is a
stronger sense of ownership and a deeper knowledge of the situation. At
least, that is the assumption. In practice, getting stakeholders to become
involved proved to be more challenging than anticipated. Question-oriented
strategies are a means to encourage such participation: residents should
be asked at grassroots level what they need and think. But who are the stakeholders, how can we discover what they need, and how will this lead to new
approaches for the public professional? Moreover, in the daily reality of a
fieldlab there are multiple asking parties, each with their own interests and
perceptions.
What is interesting is that the idea of ‘questions at grassroots level’ rests
on the assumption that people are aware of and acknowledge their own
question. But vulnerable groups in particular are not always able to formulate a question. Among the group of Nieuw-West residents who are viewed
as incapable of managing their financial affairs, awareness of their own
financial situation proved to be limited (see ‘A stitch in time saves nine’).
While they do ask for immediate assistance they do not perceive the longterm consequences of their actions. To expect them to actively contribute
to solving a problem of which they themselves are unaware is difficult; as
a result, going after ‘questions at grassroots level’ is sometimes no different
from traditional forms of assistance.
That residents are experts regarding their own neighbourhood and by
means of their experience-based knowledge may help to solve metropolitan
issues is illustrated by the research design project Mijn Straat (‘Observe
like an urban planner’) in Amsterdam Nieuw-West. By allowing residents to
observe their neighbourhood from the perspective of an urban planner, spatial-planning professionals are much better informed of the residents’ own
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local knowledge and experience. This may prevent a repetition of past mistakes. Moreover, the outcome is much more than the creation of local support, in that it also contributes to better informed policies and a stronger
local community. Also in Zuidoost, experience-based knowledge — of
residents but also business owners — has been used to develop a new image
for the neighbourhood (see ‘Placing Zuidoost on the map’). In the attempt
to conduct an inventory of stakeholders’ wishes and ideas other local problems were identified as well, thus creating opportunities for ‘action’ and
‘doing’.
In each fieldlab study, a variety of methods were used to attempt to increase stakeholder participation. For example, residents and entrepreneurs
were deployed as co-researchers (in the project ‘Look! A healthy neighbourhood’) or as co-experts, and asked to actively co-develop solutions. We may
conclude that this approach has indeed contributed to the development of
new strategies but that its continuity and robustness cannot be guaranteed.
As could be expected, the process of social innovation proved to be neither
simple nor linear.
New relations and shifting roles The purpose of the fieldlabs was to
achieve social innovation: structurally different strategies for dealing with
urban problems in which a greater role is being assigned to stakeholders.
What have we achieved so far? That this is the most intractable of our goals
is hardly surprising. In all projects, we have observed that relations between
parties are changing; in effect, that was an important criterion for selection,
because we were keen to precisely understand this new form of governance.
However, a process which centres more on stakeholders is by no means
self-evident, as the fieldlab projects discussed in the chapters ‘We all take
part’ and ‘The climate and the street’ convincingly illustrate.
Despite these widely diverging topics, in both cases we see fairly stable
systems under stress as a result of external factors, respectively a policydriven desire for a ‘participatory society’ and the consequences of climate
change. In one project, the welfare state needs to be transformed into a
more activating system; in the other, current forms of structural maintenance of public space need to change to meet the new climate criteria. In
both cases we see existing parties lagging behind while residents are sometimes far ahead. In Amsterdam Nieuw-West, participation already exists
in many shapes and sizes, particularly among people who according to the
government are inactive, while many residents in the Middenmeer estate
in Amsterdam Oost have long since begun to make their gardens and basements ‘climate proof’. Both these cases are excellent examples of shifting
roles, and both harbour the first signs of social innovation. But they don’t
fit in with existing parties’ perceptions and are therefore barely made use of,
if at all.
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In ‘Seeing Like a State’, James Scott describes how a government through
its own perception imposes order on a society.3 The effects of this attitude
on society are a recurrent theme in our fieldlabs. Scott correctly states that
the effect is inevitable but that it is nonetheless important to constantly
feed this perception with new perspectives to prevent rigidness and oversimplification. Each fieldlab has been an interesting case study in its own
right in which the challenge was to give more influence to the stakeholders.
Not because they are by definition a superior party or are always correct.
But above all because they can contribute to innovation by means of their
own local, context-specific expertise and experience.
We may conclude that all fieldlab projects analyse and actively propagate
situations in which new relations between parties are gradually emerging.
A greater engagement by residents and business is the underlying theme
which however manifests itself differently in many areas. Fieldlabss therefore teach us that social innovation is by definition local and context specific; it is a process in which not only existing relations but also underlying
power structures, world views and perceptions play a part.
Results A significant outcome of four years of fieldlabs is a more prominent local presence of AUAS in the form of ca. fifteen major projects in
which twelve research groups and many training courses are involved.
Students took part in virtually all of these projects as interns and researchers in the context of various minor and major degrees. A vast network of
people within urban district organizations, central municipal departments,
social aid institutions, public enterprises such as housing associations and
utility companies, and businesses has formed alongside these projects and
many local residents have become involved, who collaborated in finding
solutions or were interviewed to learn more about what was going on in
their neighbourhoods. What is clear is that the complexity of the issues
concerned as well as the existing structures — of variable effectiveness —
make it essential to nurture warm relations if we are to make progress and
to create a sense of connection in dealing with tough issues.
Projects and network contacts have resulted in several communities
around social, economic and physical topics, which we can build upon in
the next few years. Amsterdam Municipality has expressed its willingness
to use these projects and communities to build more horizontal connections, both internally, between municipal departments and between the
central administration and urban district organizations, and externally,
towards citizens and professional organizations.
Obviously, there are other results as well. In several fields, practical
results have been obtained which are relevant beyond a local level. For
instance, we know now that the proportions of the populations of Amsterdam Zuidoost and Nieuw-West who are functionally illiterate are much
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higher than expected. It is partly due to the efforts of students and the development of measuring instruments that urban district organizations have
now become aware that they need to better regulate the language training
resources in a neighbourhood. Likewise, we now know that certain measures for financial assistance and poverty prevention are ineffective due to a
lack of awareness among certain residents of their poor financial situation.
That the first step should be to raise awareness among vulnerable groups is
an important lesson for councils and other aid organizations. It has become
evident that the ways in which various resident groups define participation
differ from the definitions current among municipal institutions. Furthermore, spatial-planning professionals and civil servants have learned, on
a modest scale, that they need the experiences of residents when renovating
a neighbourhood, as the research projects ‘The Climate and the Street’ and
‘Observe like an Urban Planner’ illustrate. Practical results were also obtained in other projects not mentioned in this publication. For instance,
in the context of the project ‘Look! A Healthy Neighbourhood’, an app was
developed which residents can use to map healthy and unhealthy places
for the benefit of policy makers.
Looking ahead Setting up the fieldlabs has not always been smooth sailing. It requires building trust and mutual understanding and finding a
common language for widely different parties. Alongside all its benefits we
also ran into some of the method’s limitations. Although we always operated
from the point of view of the stakeholder, established institutional parties
were constantly involved in the projects because it was our specific intention to let them participate in the creation of social innovation. Of course,
their interests and established positions often limited more radical forms
of innovation. As a result, the outcome of many projects is less than spectacular, and social innovation is — intentionally — an incremental process.
That may be unsatisfying to those who are hoping to solve issues by means
of a ‘grand design’. It does, however, fit perfectly with the (context-specific)
complexity and intractable nature of the issues at hand and with the necessity to rejuvenate existing institutions by a series of small, bottom-up
innovations. This necessity is moreover being increasingly felt by the parties
themselves.
As far as our methods are concerned, within the rather more strategic
fieldlab infrastructure we worked with practical projects. In many cases
this has led to narrowly defined issues and methods that were supported by
predetermined budgets and pre-arranged plans. The project method is thus
a way to come to grips with social urban issues as regards organizational
and financial aspects. Not only is reality in a constant state of flux throughout a project, but an overly rigid focus on a project may have a constraining
effect. Projects always tune in to an existing playing field in which other
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projects and organizations are already engaged with the same challenges.
For example, as a university of applied science we try to contribute to issues
such as financial self-reliance, but we do so amidst a galaxy of debt management plans and poverty policies. In the next few years we want to attempt
to integrate practical projects to a greater extent into existing networks
surrounding broader urban issues, in which civic groups and businesses
will be assigned a more substantial role. After all, effecting social innovation
is to a considerable extent a matter of establishing new connections between challenges, projects and parties, and on that basis to build towards
new solutions for the city, its residents, and present as well as future pro
fessionals.
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