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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
In light of widening urban inequalities, the use of top-down policy Urban marginality; co-
approaches and narrowly defined economic indicators is criticized for over- creation; urban policy

looking broader and divergent well-being needs, in objective and subjective ~ design; citizen

terms. Despite growing calls for a human-centered and multidimensional empowerment;
; . . . . democratization

approach to urban policy, there is a dearth in empirical research addressing

required instruments. This paper presents a pilot study in which citizens

identify broader well-being indicators and co-create a local policy instrument

(Wellbeing Dashboard) in Venserpolder, a marginalized Amsterdam neigh-

borhood. A transferable bottom-up method is derived, entailing co-creation,

face-to-face surveys and experimental dialogs, that supports citizen empow-

erment. Findings indicate how the process empowers citizens through social

learning and capacity building. Moreover, the Wellbeing Dashboard provides

credible data on well-being needs and priorities, otherwise ill-captured in

formal economic indicators, and facilitates citizen empowerment once

embedded in policy practice.

Introduction

Recently, scholarly interest in the “urban well-being paradox™ spiked. This paradox shows widening
inequalities in access to safe and secure livelihoods and increased discontent with quality of life in
European cities, despite the presence of economic growth, strong institutions and welfare systems
(Lenzi & Perucca, 2023). Those with limited access to sustainable livelihoods are pushed to the
margins, where their experiences and priorities are silenced. Simultaneously, those with access to
stable or comfortable livelihoods form a social core that becomes overrepresented in decision-making
and whose daily realities become the norm (Tilly, 2017). Moreover, policy design offers limited space
for diverging realities of marginalized groups, further limiting opportunities for understanding basic
needs and improving well-being. Both in policy and scholarly debates, the need for more inclusive and
participatory urban policy design is increasingly recognized. This ranges from calls to “move beyond
GDP” toward human-centered well-being approaches at the microlevel of individuals, households and
communities (Caprotti 2017, 2018; Cardoso et al., 2022; Pouw, 2020; Pouw & McGregor, 2014).
However, most operationalizations of broader economic indicators lack empirical scrutiny and use
a deductive approach with limited citizen participation (Cardoso et al., 2022; Van Beek et al., 2025;
Verrest et al., 2021). There is an urgent need for empirical research on the operationalization of
bottom-up defined indicators that systematically: build on local knowledge and measure relevant
priorities and needs of marginalized communities to inform urban policy effectively and increase the
democratic nature of policy design. Addressing this gap, this paper aims to understand: (a) how
broader policy indicators and a new economic measurement instrument can be developed through co-
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creation with citizens; and (b) under what conditions empowerment of these groups can be achieved.
It uses an inclusive development theory lens, elaborating on two of the theory’s main pillars: (1)
empowerment of marginalized groups in decision-making and (2) enhancement of multidimensional
well-being through building of diverse and local epistemic communities (Gupta et al., 2015).

The paper is based on action-oriented and community-based participatory research in Amsterdam
Venserpolder, in the period October 2021-December 2023. A Wellbeing Dashboard was co-created
with citizens and researchers and mobilized in experimental dialogue sessions between citizens, the
municipality and other stakeholders. Below, we first position the bottom-up well-being measurement
research in conceptual and theoretical debates on marginality and urban policy, broader measurement
of well-being, and citizen participation in policy practices. Thereafter, we briefly describe the research
approach and methods. Section “Co-creating a local Wellbeing Dashboard” presents the findings
structured in three phases: preparation; co-creation of the Wellbeing Dashboard; and experimental
dialogs. Section “Discussion and lessons learnt” reflects on the process and discusses lessons learnt.
We conclude and look at future research directions in section “Conclusion and looking ahead.”

Theoretical framing
Marginality and urban policy

Urban marginality can be understood as multidimensional and dynamic, embodying various aspects
of exclusion and shaped by social-spatial inequalities—which are becoming starker in cities globally
(Sevelius et al., 2020; Van Gent et al., 2009; Van Kempen & Murie, 2009). Being marginalized means
being deprived of access and opportunity to participate in mainstream social, economic, political, and/
or cultural structures (Sevelius et al., 2020). Marginalization disempowers people and excludes them
from economic and political decision-making, whereas the needs and perspectives of more powerful
groups are overrepresented in dominant policies (Bourdieu et al., 1994; Chaffee, 1980; De la Rocha
et al., 2004; Riley, 2017; Varghese & Kumar, 2022).

The past decades witnessed, in many cities in high-income countries, the role of the public sector in
regulating urban life diminish and shift toward private, profit-seeking mechanisms. These prioritize
citywide economic growth and investments in real estate, tourism and multinational business devel-
opment over investments in public amenities to meet neighborhood-specific needs (Atkinson, 2000;
De Koning, 2015; Uitermark, 2009; Wacquant, 2007). Dispossessed urban neighborhoods become
increasingly disconnected from mainstream structures and economically growing centers, giving rise
to forms of “advanced marginality” in seemingly egalitarian contexts (Wacquant, 2007). Policy
interventions incorporate the visions and interests of politically and economically powerful groups
and lack sensitivity to place-based needs and potential (De Koning, 2015; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018).
Moreover, citywide policies, as an expression of systems of representation, normalize particular
distributions of rights to and understandings of the city detrimental to marginal groups whose voices
are under- and misrepresented in policymaking (De Koning, 2015; Gupta et al., 2015). Even if
marginal groups are purposefully included in policymaking, misrecognition and power differences
may reinforce processes of exclusion (Verloo, 2020, 2023). Concerned practitioners and scholars
advocate for more holistic and participatory approaches to policymaking that incorporate broader
well-being notions and satisfy wider human needs (Arnstein, 1969; Belausteguigoitia, 2019; Caprotti
et al., 2017; Cardoso et al., 2022; Gearin & Hurt, 2024; Stiglitz et al., 2009; Verrest et al., 2021).

Broader measurement of well-being

Calls for newly informed and multidimensional policy measures are embedded in wider debates
around the relevance and effectiveness of mainstream economic policy in delivering human well-
being (Costanza et al., 2007, 2009; Forgeard et al., 2011; Gupta et al., 2023; Kalimeris et al., 2020; Pouw,
2020; Raworth, 2017; Stiglitz et al., 2009). Critical scholars argue for fundamentally rethinking “the
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economy,” including its core methodologies, implying a broader definition of the economy and
measurement of how it performs (Helbing & Kirman, 2013; Pouw, 2020; Raworth, 2017). Wellbeing
as a measurement approach in economic policy is connected to Wellbeing Economics theory which
proposes a multidimensional, relational and context-specific framework of well-being. It measures,
from localized perspectives, what people regard important for their basic needs and safety and how
they assess their level of achievement in relation to that, and evaluates the opportunities, access and
resources someone has to improve their well-being vis-a-vis those of others (OECD, 2013; Pouw, 2020;
Pouw & McGregor, 2014; Stiglitz et al., 2018; Veenhoven, 2007). This approach relies on meaningful
citizen participation as it aims to measure the well-being representative of citizens’ understandings
and perspectives (Fung, 2015; Gaber, 2019; Manzo & Perkins, 2006; Sollis et al., 2022; Veneri &
Murtin, 2016). It requires epistemological power to be shared equally among diverse groups of citizens
(Corburn, 2003; Simon-Kumar, 2018).

Participation not only safeguards representation but also helps citizens to recognize and enhance
their capability in voicing local well-being needs and priorities (Chowdhury, 2021; Corburn, 2003;
Fischer & Levi-Faur, 2012). Successful participation processes show to empower citizens, most notably
through listening to and learning from each other and by gaining access to new information and
networks (Duarte et al., 2024; Sollis, 2023). Although lasting citizen empowerment happens once
participation is a starting point for structural partnerships between community groups and local
governments (Bianchi, 2024; Gaber, 2019; Landemore, 2020). The formulation of partnership condi-
tions by citizens is crucial to maintain an equal-level playing field, in which power is shared, and
citizens have genuine democratic control (Bianchi, 2024; Dardot & Laval, 2015).

Co-creation

Citizen participation gained popularity to enable democratic engagement and increase the effective-
ness and legitimacy of complex problem-solving (Arnstein, 1969; Day, 1997; Fischer & Levi-Faur,
2012; Fung, 2015; Rossi & Tuurnas, 2021; Sollis, 2023; Termeer et al., 2019). It may also be used to
redistribute power to community groups, reduce social exclusion and foster citizen empowerment
(Brandsen et al., 2018; Gaber, 2019; Goodlad et al., 2005; Leino & Puumala, 2020). The potential for
citizen empowerment, however, strongly depends on the level of participation, how power is dis-
tributed and who participates and who does not (Arnstein, 1969; Fung, 2015; Sollis, 2023). Poorly
designed participation processes may enhance the power of already powerful groups and push more
radical egalitarian forms away (Lund, 2017). Moreover, inequalities can be reproduced if particular
citizens remain excluded (Verloo, 2023).

Recent studies in the abundant literature on citizen participation consider advancing its inclusion
and empowerment potential, through “co-creation” as a progressed form of citizen participation
(Brandsen et al., 2018; Leino & Puumala, 2020). Co-creation is an interactive and creative process
considering citizens, local experts and knowledge co-producers (Cottam & Leadbeater, 2004). Because
it draws on plural knowledges, it is seen as an effective way for solving complex problems and
increasing public support. Moreover, it fosters social cohesion and improves the position of groups
generally ill-represented or excluded from decision-making (Goodlad et al., 2005). Co-creation is
a more profound, longitudinal, non-hierarchical and multi-directional approach to problem-solving
(Leino & Puumala, 2020). Co-creation requires professionals to shift part of their power to citizens,
and subsequently redistributes negotiation and decision-making power (Lund, 2017). As participants
have active and decisive roles in planning, designing and implementation of civil services, co-creation
could increase the democratic nature of public services and deliver more effective policy outcomes for
both citizens and policy officials (Brandsen et al., 2018; Goodlad et al., 2005; Jull et al., 2017; Lund,
2017). Moreover, it is assumed that participants experience a sense of ownership over co-created
outputs and can mobilize this to fulfill their needs.

However, co-creation also faces challenges regarding structural inequalities and social exclusion, in
particular, when outcomes are implemented (Goodlad et al., 2005; Leino & Puumala, 2020; Torfing
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et al., 2012). Critical consideration of who is participating and represented in co-creation is urgent
(Leino & Puumala, 2020). As participation demands time, energy and information, relevant groups
may be excluded (Bakker et al., 2012; Michels, 2011). To mitigate this, “self-organization” is con-
sidered an effective alternative approach to organizing and managing participatory processes
(Brandsen et al., 2018). Boonstra & Boelens conceptualize this “initiatives that originate in civil society
itself, via community-based networks ... which are autonomous (i.e., beyond the control of govern-
ment), yet also contribute to the development of the urban fabric” (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011, p. 103).
Building on the strengths, knowledge, network and ideas of self-organized groups in co-creation,
potentially supports inclusive and effective participation.

Methods and context

The research presented is an action-oriented and community-based participatory research (CBPR) in
Venserpolder, a neighborhood in southeast Amsterdam. Its specific methods are interviews, co-
creation, face-to-face surveys and experimental dialogues—outlined and detailed in Table 1.
Iterative reflection on the process and validation of results with citizens happened throughout the
research to ensure in-depth participation (Senabre Hidalgo et al., 2021). An action-oriented and CBPR
approach was chosen for its intention to create social impact, change in local systems (Adelman, 1993)
and an inclusive and democratic research process (Flicker et al., 2007). It connects researchers,
communities and other stakeholders, aiming to conduct research and collect evidence with shared
added value (Guta & Voronka, 2020). Moreover, CBPR was chosen to enable emancipatory knowl-
edge-creation that represents the community’s needs and understandings (Minkler & Wallerstein,
2008; Reason & Bradbury, 2001).

Table 1. Overview of methods.

Method Sample Location
1 Interviews for a first understanding of 8 representatives of care and well-being Online and at social organizations in
key well-being issues and needs in the  organization in Venserpolder; Venserpolder
neighborhood and residents’ Purposive sampling

willingness to participate and their
attitudes toward research and how to
approach this
2 Three sequential co-creation workshops 7 residents, all female, ages from 35 to  Neighbourhood center “Stichting SES”

to co-create the content, function, and 65, similar ethnic and socioeconomic in Venserpolder
design of a Wellbeing Dashboard for backgrounds; Snowball sampling
citizens

3 Face-to-face surveys to collect data on 261 residents, representative of Different locations in Venserpolder
the well-being experiences and neighborhood population (tested including community centers,
perspectives from a wider, against municipal demographic and public spaces (incl. shopping
representative sample of residents socioeconomic data); Stratified street), elderly home, youth

sampling and quota sampling organization, and online (20% of
sample)

4 Validation of survey results and 7 residents, all female, ages from 35to  Neighbourhood center “Stichting SES”

Wellbeing Dashboard 65, similar ethnic and socioeconomic in Venserpolder
backgrounds

5  Two sequential capacity-building 8 residents, all female, ages from 40 to  The University of Amsterdam
sessions with residents to practice 65+, mixed ethnical backgrounds,
prioritization of needs and using the varying socioeconomic backgrounds.;
Wellbeing Dashboard for vocalizing Purposive and snowball sampling
policy needs

6  Two sequential experimental dialogue 8 residents, all female, ages from 40 to  Municipal community center in
sessions to practice and test using the 65+, mixed ethnical backgrounds, Venserpolder
Wellbeing Dashboard for formulating varying socioeconomic backgrounds
policy actions 4 policy professionals: municipal area

broker, district manager of housing
association, neighborhood judge,
owner of “Stichting SES”; Purposive
sampling
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Members of the Venserpolder community were involved as local experts and participated in
various research stages: refining research questions, collecting and analyzing data; and validating
and disseminating findings. Contradictory to top-down and consultative research, both researchers
and citizens were decision-makers and knowledge gatekeepers, realizing research on well-being and
local economy; capacity-building to design indicators and policy instruments; recognition and con-
struction of multiple sources of knowledge; ensuring outcome-oriented results (Flicker et al., 2007;
Israel et al., 2005). This level of community engagement is instrumental for developing context-
specific well-being indicators from the perspective of citizens and for community empowerment
through social learning and capacity-building (Israel et al., 2005; Sollis, 2023; Sollis et al., 2022).

Many citizens in Venserpolder and the wider district struggle economically, feel detached from
political decision-making, and are excluded from urban growth that other districts benefit from.
Moreover, they hardly recognize themselves in urban policies as these generally reflect the needs and
lifestyles of the average resident. Although broader policy measurement is growing in the Netherlands,
for example, through the Broad Wellbeing Monitor from the Central Bureau of Statistics, ex-ante
application in policy design is not happening yet. Indicators are defined in a top-down manner and
mostly tailored to the better-off (Welzijnsdashboard team, 2023). Venserpolder is considered
a “developing neighborhood” and undergoes a nationally commissioned urban regeneration program,
“Masterplan Zuidoost,” from 2021 to 2040. The program is implemented on district level as
a partnership between municipal, private-sector and societal organizations to improve livability and
ensure a participatory, democratic and inclusive approach." However, effective realization is chal-
lenged by the distrust of citizens toward the policy system and the lack of participation and repre-
sentation of diverse citizen groups—in turn increasing the risk of imposing ineffective, or even
unwanted, development. To overcome this, the Wellbeing Dashboard has committed support of the
municipality.

Co-creating a local Wellbeing Dashboard

The following analysis delves into the subsequent steps taken to prepare and implement the Wellbeing
Dashboard and dialogue sessions, in co-creation with the participating residents, and draws out
lessons on this process in three sections: (1) preparatory phase; (2) development of a broad well-
being measurement tool; (3) experimental dialogue sessions. Data comes from field notes, workshop
reports and interviews collected during January 2021 and December 2023.> Quotes from participants
are anonymized for privacy and ethical purposes.

Preparing for co-creation: Building upon existing strength and creating trust

The research in Venserpolder builds on existing networks and knowledge resources in the neighbor-
hood. Many residents of Venserpolder take care of family, friends or neighbors and have strong
neighborhood-based networks, especially elderly and long-term residents (source D). At least eight
self-organized social and care organizations and multiple citizen well-being initiatives exist. In 2021,
a group of female residents and/or professionals of Venserpolder, established “Cooperating organisa-
tions Venserpolder” and developed a vision on improving community living conditions and well-
being.” Based on experience, they knew the importance of bringing quantitative data to support
requests for financial support from the government. As such, the collective approached the research
team to co-develop a systematic measurement instrument.

Collaboration, however, wasn’t immediate and required gaining trust from the collective and other
citizens in the neighborhood. Especially, skepticism toward research(ers) needed to be overcome.
Venserpolder was subject to many research activities and policy interventions without creating
substantial and lasting improvements in the living conditions of residents (source C). To establish
trust decisions were made: (1) transfer of decision-making power to local experts; (2) removal of any
pressure imposed on residents to approbate the project; (3) following the pace of participants. As such,
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the advice of local experts regarding who should participate, what time commitment was reasonable to
ask, when and how participation could best take place, and what should be the compensation, was
consistently followed (source D).

Co-creating policy design: Broader economic measurement through a dashboard

Prior to the Venserpolder project, the researchers conducted an exploratory study into the added value
of a new measurement and policy instrument for the city of Amsterdam. The study showed room for
an instrument which measures multiple dimensions and indicators of well-being and could be used as
a policy instrument. However, it concluded that to create added value it needs to be designed at
neighborhood level, in a bottom-up manner putting the perspective of citizens center-stage. This was
to (a) counterbalance existing top-down monitors; (b) give context-specific information on local
priorities and needs of residents; (c) measure and monitor this over time (Verrest et al., 2021). This led
to the development and design of the Wellbeing Dashboard co-creation project in Venserpolder
(source F).

First, three co-creation workshops were organized to shape the content, function, and design of
a Wellbeing Dashboard for Venserpolder based on the knowledge and perspectives of local experts.
These were designed and led by two anthropologists specialized in participatory methods. The work-
shops aimed at establishing a set of locally defined well-being variables, measured through indicators,
reflecting local experiences and needs. The experience, interest and comfortability in developing and
vocalizing ideas differed among participants. To mitigate the dominance of ideas, conversations were
carefully moderated, and group activities were alternated with activities in smaller, more balanced,
groups. Table 2 provides an overview of topics raised by the local experts and their expressions.

Together with one of the local experts and afterward validated with the other participating experts,
a preliminary list of concrete variables and measurable indicators was distilled from the workshops.
The exercise again made clear how co-creative knowledge building requires making trade-offs between
different knowledges. For example, the researchers held on to the proposal of well-being economics to
measure well-being through material, relational and subjective dimensions. However, this did not
seem properly applicable or speak to the local experts (sources E, L). Therefore, focus was shifted to
well-being variables measured through indicators. Based on the preliminary list, a survey was devel-
oped to collect data and perspectives from a wider sample of residents.* Researchers visited the
neighborhood several times per week to meet residents in various places and conduct the survey in-
person. In addition, flyers with a QR code to the online survey were distributed (approximately 20% of
the sample responded online). This was advised by local experts to ensure representativeness (sources
E, K). The survey and further refinement resulted in a dataset of 261 responses to 16 variables of well-
being measured through 35 indicators that cover material, relational and subjective needs. As such, the
quantitative data turned personal stories into measurable indicators on neighborhood-level and
reaffirmed much of the qualitative data. Substantively, the Wellbeing Dashboard shows that 50% of
the indicators are about basic needs and safety. These include the need for healthy food and being free
from financial stress, which are among the 16 indicators not found in municipal policy data.’

The workshops also generated views and ideas of the local experts regarding the function and
design of a Wellbeing Dashboard (sources F to K). A physical example of a Dashboard was presented
and used for gathering feedback (Appendix B, Figure B1). On its function, participants; comments
included: “the Dashboard should allow residents to explain well-being in their own words”; “[it]
should be translated back to residents through physical get togethers”; “[it] makes the connection to
concrete policy agreements and commitments” (sources I, J). As for its design, the experts argued that
“the Dashboard should not only be online, as not everyone is digitalized and you don’t want to reach
the same group constantly,” and “[it] needs to be understandable for residents” (sources I, J). Two
User Experience designers were involved in designing the Dashboard accordingly. A first prototype
was developed (Figure B2). However, in a validation session local experts judged the clarity of this
design insufficient. The measure did not immediately tell them what is important in the neighborhood
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Table 2. Raised topics and deeper expressions from local experts.

Topic

Deeper expressions

Variety and quality of shops
Healthy nutrition

Local employment and training
opportunities

Basic facilities and activities

“The quality and variety of shops in Venserpolder is very poor. For many groceries | must walk
at least 20 minutes” (source E).

“Few fresh and healthy products are available in Venserpolder” and “restaurants in the
neighborhood mainly sell fast food”

“There are few, and of low variety, jobs offered in the neighborhood. Moreover, hardly any
internships or other opportunities to gain work experience for young or unemployed
residents” (source E).

According to the local experts, Venserpolder misses an ATM, community centers and activities,

social services, accessible public spaces, and spaces for employment and training (sources E, G, H)

Also, “There used to be many more neighborhood activities. Nowadays there is very little to do,
especially for the youth.” They indicated to “[miss] a community center to get together and for
organizing activities” (source E).

“People, especially those who hang around, throw their waste everywhere. You can always find
waste on the streets,” and “Housing buildings are poorly maintained. A lot needs to be
replaced, and the stairwells are never cleaned” (source E).

It was explained how many, especially elder, residents do not have access to a computer or
internet and don’t have sufficient digital skills to, for example, pay bills or to get information
that they are expected to have.

“My children do everything that needs to be done digitally. | can’t do that myself” (source E).

Experts indicated the need for measuring psychological-subjective experiences of citizens in
Venserpolder. This included loneliness, mental well-being and satisfaction levels. They
emphasized to measure “stress” which, based on the experts’ personal experiences and
observations, is one of the root causes of illbeing and associated with matters like loneliness
and financial problems (sources E, H).

Experts explained that many residents are struggling, and this is becoming worse. “Costs of
living are getting higher, like energy and rent, it all got higher” (source E). Incomes aren’t
high enough for many people, particularly single mothers.

Experts expressed dissatisfaction toward the municipality’s way of working. “Reports about
waste on the street are often not (quickly) followed up by the municipality. | find that
annoying” (source E).

They also expressed feeling distance between them and the municipality, often indicating they
hardly ever received information from the municipality and that they didn’t know who in the
municipality to approach for which issues.

Build environment, waste and
maintenance

Digitalization

Personal well-being and
connection

Financial health

Municipality

and how the neighborhood is doing (source E). A new prototype was developed accordingly
(Appendix B, Figure B3). Moreover, residents and professionals indicated a lack of “perspective for
concrete action” due to volume of variables and indicators. It was decided that residents identify
priority issues in follow-up sessions and have these priorities guide policy conversations (sources E,
N). Finally, hard and soft-copy output (posters, flyers and a website) were developed to disseminate
the findings. Table 3 gives an overview of the steps and learnings in co-creating the Wellbeing
Dashboard.

Co-creation towards policy embedding: Experimental dialogue sessions

Co-creating the Wellbeing Dashboard for Venserpolder gave voice to the local expertise of citizens and
built new policy knowledge accordingly. Citizens become empowered in policy design when the
Wellbeing Dashboard interacts with policy officials, forms a basis for policy conversations and
becomes embedded in policy practice (sources K, L, M). Therefore, as a next step in the co-creation
process, experimental dialogs between citizens and policy officials were organized to explore the
Dashboard’s ability to vocalize citizens’ policy needs, facilitate democratic decision-making, and
produce concrete actions (source N). During preparation, the local experts stressed that the dialogs
should lead to concrete actions rather than just discussing the Dashboard that the perspective of
citizens should remain central and that the group of participating local experts should become larger
and more diverse (source O). They also expressed feeling insecure and not yet ease with having to
explain the Dashboard and policy needs in their own words (source O). Therefore, two capacity-
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building sessions were organized in which citizens practiced how to convey their needs clearly and
concretely in policy conversations and how to, collectively, prioritize themes from the Dashboard that
are important to the entire neighborhood (source P). Prioritization is important as it clarifies urgent

Table 3. Steps and learning in co-creation of the Wellbeing Dashboard.

Steps

Intermediate outputs

Learnings and reflection

1

Initiating the project and establishing
contact to collaborate with a group
of residents as local experts. This
involved: overcoming skepticism;
building trust; removing hierarchical
barriers

— Core group of residents participating
in the project as local experts
(compensated for their time through
vouchers for large variety of shops
and restaurants)

— Acceptance toward the project and
presence in the neighborhood

— Co-creation takes time to set up as it
requires a non-imposing approach

— Involving citizens as local experts
generates both trust and crucial
knowledge

— Achieving sufficient representation and
diversity in the participating group is
difficult

2 Interviews with representatives of local — General understanding of key well-
care and well-being organizations being issues and needs in the — Many citizens in the neighborhood
neighborhood feel disadvantaged, neglected or
— Insights on residents’ willingness to insecure
participate and their attitudes toward — Citizens are skeptical toward
research and how to approach this researchers and municipal
interventions
3 Three co-creation workshops to explore — Just and dynamic distribution of
the possibilities and challenges of — In-depth understanding of power to realize trust and facilitation
a Wellbeing Dashboard for neighborhood issues and needs of equal participation essential
Venserpolder; and to co-create its — Understanding of institutions and — Small and rather homogenous sample
content, function, and design organizations relevant to these issues requires surveys to collect data on
— Substance to a survey for collecting well-being experiences and needs
neighborhood relevant data on from a larger and representative
a larger scale sample
— Prototype visual of a Wellbeing
Dashboard
4 Face-to-face surveys to measure the set A database that adds unique
of well-being variables from a larger information to top-down and less — Time and research capacity are crucial
and representative sample granular municipal data by enabling for conducting face-to-face surveys
measurement of: — Face-to-face instead of digital surveys
— 35 locally defined, neighborhood are crucial for inclusion and diversity
specific indicators of well-being to be — Presence in the neighborhood leads
measured and monitored in the to further acceptance and trust of the
Dashboard based on 261 research project
respondents;
— socioeconomic and demographic
data, allowing for analysis of different
sub-groups
5  Dashboard construction and validation, — Prototype visual of a Wellbeing — A right balance between research
and dissemination Dashboard validated by local experts ~ expertise and local expertise must be
— A website for presenting the sought
Dashboard online and posters and ~ — Interpretations and perceptions of
flyers for presenting the Dashboard dashboard designs differ depending
physically in the neighborhood. on the role of the perceiver
— Enhanced capacity of local experts to — Measures and numbers only become
vocalize their ideas and strengthened  sufficiently understood and useful
confidence in the value of their when presented in a format that is
expertise designed from the perspective of
citizens
6  Evaluation and planning of next steps — Need for bringing in focus and

— ldeas for testing the instrument in
policy through “dialogue sessions”

perspective on concrete action
through the prioritization of issues

— The Wellbeing Dashboard is not
functional before the connection to
policy practice is made
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policy needs and creates opportunities for action. Moreover, prioritization required the citizens to
think about collective problems, instead of individual problems only, which is an important step in
social learning—something they struggled with in previous sessions (source R). Priorities were chosen
based on which variables received the highest number of votes; a method for achieving collective
agreement chosen by the expert group (sources Q, R).

Parallel to the preparation with citizens, interviews and a preparation session were held with policy
officials to get an understanding of their ways of working and perspective on the Wellbeing Dashboard
(sources Q, R). The group consisted of policy implementers directly involved in the neighborhood or
connected to district-level projects. To better understand citizens’ needs, perspectives and experiences
regarding policy, the policy officials expressed a need for knowledge exchange, as was also indicated by
the local experts. In addition, they emphasized the importance of getting the right people at the table
during the dialogs. However, identifying policy officials, and having them participate, proved difficult
at this stage due to a lack of time on the side of the policy officials (source R). It takes time and the right
political network to establish interest and collaborative relations within the municipality. To overcome
this and leave enough room for capacity building, the dialogs were deliberately set up as experiments.

The dialogs showed how the Dashboard facilitates policy conversations by making policy officials
aware of policy needs priorly unknown to them and by stimulating in-depth exploration around these
needs. For example, policy officials had the chance to ask why current financial support initiatives
aren’t sufficient or helpful in Venserpolder and what citizens need to change this. A participant noted
how currently, “to receive financial support you need to go to a shop that is quite public and in which
other residents can see and hear you. That is embarrassing and stops a lot of people from going there”
(source R). Regarding the concerns about the lack of activities and services in Venserpolder, citizens
pointed out how a lack of information also plays a role here, “I honestly don’t even know what
activities there are. There is very little information about this” (source R). Which opened
a conversation about the role of the municipality in providing information and effective ways to do
this.

Policy officials reported that they learnt from the personal stories behind indicators, and that the
conversations enhanced their understanding of issues from the perspectives of citizens. Meanwhile,
citizens enhanced their ability to effectively conversate with policy officials and to translate their
stories into measurable indicators and formulate concrete policy demands. However, it proved
difficult to remove hierarchical barriers in the dialogs (sources R, S, T). Compared to participating
behavior in the workshops, (perceived) differences in power among participants were more present
and influential (source R). Due to their vast experience, some policy officials talked more, listened less
and tended to explain things to other participants. This caused some citizens to become less confident
and more hesitant in speaking up, hence limiting their participation and pushing their views to the
background. For example, when one of the local experts raised a personal concern, this was repeatedly
ignored by the professionals (source S).

Upon completing the co-creation workshops and dialogs reflection and evaluation took place with
researchers and leading local experts. Issues that were raised and brought forward as learnings into
subsequent neighborhood studies included: (i) the need to have a representative group of participants
in the co-creation workshops (ii) the fact that more women are inclined to participate than men (iii)
the importance of having local visibility and (permanent) presence so that a neighborhood residents
have a point of contact (iv) the balancing act between working with “active” residents versus
representativeness. The discussion on this topic with the participating residents proved as a “reality
check.” They pointed out the limitations and constraints of involving people who cannot afford the
time, energy or social space to participate. Although it was also noted participation ability fluctuates
and can be enabled later, for example, once the Wellbeing Dashboard is used as a community method
in the long run. This way, participation of more and different residents can grow over time and linked
to the agenda setting addressing specific themes in a targeted manner. Table 4 gives an overview of the
co-creation steps and social learnings in the experimental dialogue sessions.



JOURNAL OF URBAN AFFAIRS (&) 1553

Table 4. Steps and social learning in experimental dialogue sessions.

Steps Intermediate outputs

Learnings and reflection

1 Identifying the needs of citizens for
participating in dialogue sessions

— Agreed plan of action for the
organizing the dialogs

2 Preparation sessions with local experts
to discuss expectations and design of
the dialogs

— Enlarged group of participants and
enhanced feelings of ownership

— Understanding of local experts’
needs and preferences regarding
the dialogue sessions and potential
issues

— Understanding professional’s
working practices, pitfalls and needs

— Preliminary understanding of
opportunities to implement the
Wellbeing Dashboard in policy
practice

3 Interviews and preparation dialogue
with policy officials

4 Preparation dialogue with citizens to set
the agenda, enhance conversation
skills, and prioritize variables for
discussion in dialogue sessions

— Enhanced skills to explain the
Dashboard, convey ideas and needs,
— Three well-being variables from the
Dashboard that are identified as
priority issues
5  Two experimental dialogue session — Priorities of citizens and policy
between citizens and policy officials practice connected
to: test the function of the Wellbeing — Enhanced capacity of policy officials
Dashboard in policy conversations; to understand issues from the
exchange knowledge for effective perspective of citizens
dialogue — Enhanced capacity of citizens to
translate neighborhood issues to
policy needs and to vocalize these
needs to policy officials
— Knowledge exchange on ways of
working and communicating to

— Sufficient time for preparation and

capacity building is required

— Clear goals and structure of dialogs

needed

— Expert group needs expansion and

diversification (demographically and
socioeconomically)

— Diversity and inclusive representation

of citizens is difficult to create

— Organizational support and leadership

are beneficial to citizens, provided they
remain in charge of knowledge building
and communicating policy needs

— Time and network needed to involve

relevant policy officials

— Effective dialogs develop from clarity

among policy officials about their role
and the potential of integration of the
Wellbeing Dashboard in their work
practices

— Prioritization of variables helps to

bring focus and support citizens to
talk beyond individual problems.

— Need clear policy information and

structured knowledge exchange with
policy officials

— Power dynamics challenged equal

citizen participation both in terms of
knowledge building and decision-
making

— The control of citizens over agenda

setting and communicating policy
requires careful safeguarding

- Policy officials should be invited based

on their relevance to the issues
discussed and their (access to)
decision-making power

prepare for future dialogue sessions — The dashboard facilitates

— Insights on how the Dashboard is
understood and translated to
practice

6 Evaluation and identification follow-ups - Improvement in design, content,
frequency and ownership of future
dialogs

— Protocol and transferable method for
subsequent neighborhood studies

conversations and gives substance
and depth to the variables it measures

- Residents naturally select issues that

are considered important in municipal
data and add context-specificity and
a subjective angle that improves
solutions

— Representativeness is key and must be

actively pursued

- Local visibility and (permanent)

presence in the neighborhood are
important for inclusive participation
and representation

- Facilitation of future dialogs requires

a governance model with clearly
defined, accepted and practiced roles,
responsibilities and ownership
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Discussion and lessons learnt

The following reflects on the co-creation process to develop a Wellbeing Dashboard in Venserpolder
and discusses three key learning points regarding its potential for citizen empowerment. First, as put
forward in the literature (Brandsen et al., 2018; Leino & Puumala, 2020; Lund, 2017), co-creation is
a participatory practice that can empower citizens provided they are meaningfully involved in
decision-making and knowledge creation throughout the co-creation process. Participating citizens
must be given active and decisive roles for which power is to be shared equally and, beyond
consultation, citizens should have control over what is decided and how and when (Arnstein, 1969;
Fischer & Levi-Faur, 2012). Besides a well-designed participation process, as extensively discussed in
the literature (e.g., Fung, 2015; Sollis, 2023), we found preparation toward co-creation important.
Particularly in sensitive contexts like Venserpolder, building trust and good relationships in the
community is crucial and requires time before the actual co-creation process. It is an important
phase for researchers to understand the needs, culture and ways of working of the community and to
design the process accordingly. Nonetheless, pre-set processes and organizational ideas are bound to
change, mostly depending on who eventually participate and how. An important lesson is therefore to
incorporate time for experimenting and for making mistakes, so that shared learning is achieved and
the co-creation process as well as outcomes do justice to citizens. This is described for co-creation in
general (e.g., Goodlad et al,, 2005; Leino & Puumala, 2020) yet we see particular relevance for co-
creatively measuring broad well-being due to its complexity and need for emancipatory knowledge
creation.

In the Venserpolder case, citizens were involved as local experts whose knowledge, in multiple
forms including stories, meanings and interpretations, produced the Wellbeing Dashboard as
a measurement of local and broad well-being. Ensuring this happens inclusively, co-creative knowl-
edge building should not just bring diverse knowledge together but must entail constant interaction
between different ways of knowing and thinking (Corburn, 2003; Cottam & Leadbeater, 2004).
Particularly when aiming to representatively define a complex and subjective concept like well-
being, researchers should bridge epistemological differences without distortion of actual meanings.
We learnt that seemingly individual experiences and perspectives often hold collective meaning and
formed the basis of the identified well-being issues on neighborhood level. Thus, as also common in
CBPR (Israel et al., 2005), researchers are tasked to find connections, patterns and overarching
meanings in individual contributions from which collective knowledge is built. We learnt that to
avoid distortion or exclusion of certain views, it is crucial to organize separate validation sessions with
all participants.

Naturally, expertise differs across participants and should be utilized in ways that adds value to
collective objectives. Particularly during the co-creation workshops, each participant contributed
based on their strength and an organic balance between inputs and views was achieved. However,
from the experimental dialogue sessions, in which policy professionals also participated, it is learnt
that continuous evaluation is required regarding who is participating, and in what manner, and how
participants relate to one another. Power imbalances are rigid and can be subtle, especially in
interaction between people with varying levels of accustomed (formal) authority and experience in
vocalizing opinions and needs. An important lesson is to, beforehand, collectively develop and
monitor an agreement with clearly defined objectives, roles and responsibilities. Moreover, reflection
and reconsideration are important in co-creation; researchers must remain critical to break down
hierarchical barriers and ensure power is shared equally. The role of citizens can change in ways that
either weakens or improves the process, most clearly illustrated in Venserpolder when policy officials
became included. Overall, co-creation process can be made effective in its design and implementation
by ensuring plural knowledge creation, redistribution of power, and considerations regarding exclu-
sion, using self-organizing capacity of participants.

Second, the empowerment potential of the Wellbeing Dashboard relates to local capacity building.
Sustained citizen control and structural use of the Dashboard require specific skills and enhanced self-
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organizing capacities. Learning, listening and accessing information, indeed, proved crucial here
(Duarte et al., 2024; Sollis, 2023). Citizens learnt how to design and measure indicators and to
formulate policy priorities from this, preparing them for taking control and ownership over the
Dashboard. This level of participation was new for citizens and hence required a shift in their way
of working but also how they perceive their capabilities and position vis-a-vis policy professionals.
Moreover, citizens should be able to vocalize what should be, and eventually is, measured in the
Wellbeing Dashboard into concrete policy needs. Through the workshops, they learned how to go
from personal stories and individual needs toward identifying policy priorities on neighborhood level.
For the experimental dialogs, it proved particularly important to enhance the confidence of citizens
through preparation, which included practicing the use of the Dashboard and training on how policy
professionals are organized in the municipality and how they work. Toward the end of the process, yet
particularly during validation sessions, changes in citizens’ way of thinking and attitudes toward the
research became visible. They indicated that the co-creation process made them feel heard and
respected, which is something they didn’t experience before in neighborhood projects or interven-
tions. They also expressed how they started to view their neighborhood differently and consider what
they can do for it. Moreover, they started to recognize that their knowledge of the neighborhood offers
unique value to policy. In addition, the experts learnt a “new language” that includes policy and
research terms. For example, one of the participating citizens explained how she now interacts with
policy officials from a new perspective and with a new language. During a meeting in which municipal
officials presented a new initiative for the neighborhood, she asked them “Alright, but how are we
going to measure this? What are the indicators?” Because of their enhanced knowledge, citizens gained
more trust in themselves and feel like they developed themselves. This not only empowers them but
also supports the continuation of the neighborhood project and sustained use of the Wellbeing
Dashboard. Participants requested a place for them as “team Wellbeing Dashboard” on an organiza-
tional map of Venserpolder, which points to a sense of ownership over the project. These findings
speak to literature on the importance of inclusion in conversations and knowledge building (De
Koning, 2015; Rodriguez-Pose, 2018; Verloo, 2020, 2023), and on what the process of participation
does to participants. More specifically, it confirms that participation not only safeguards representa-
tion but also helps citizens to recognize and enhance their capability in voicing well-being needs and
policy priorities (Chowdhury, 2021; Corburn, 2003; Fischer & Levi-Faur, 2012).

Third, and finally, the Wellbeing Dashboard needs to be embedded in policy practice. As most
recently pointed out by Bianchi (2024), citizen empowerment happens once participation is a starting
point for structural partnerships between community groups and local governments. Indeed, we
found that while the Wellbeing Dashboard formalizes the knowledge of generally marginalized
citizens into policy needs and priorities and is designed as a policy tool, it only empowers citizens
once giving them a decisive voice in policy design. The current research phase enabled citizens to
effectively communicate with local policy practice and to take control and ownership over this. A next
step is to organize a permanent infrastructure in which citizens and policy professionals work together
as partners, using the Wellbeing Dashboard as a basis for policy design. Citizens must remain owners
of the Wellbeing Dashboard and be given equal decision-making power in policy mechanisms. As
such, besides a well-designed process, enhanced capabilities and commitment from the local commu-
nity, the effectiveness of the Wellbeing Dashboard requires policy embedding and an equal partner-
ship with genuine democratic control for citizens (Bianchi, 2024; Dardot & Laval, 2015). Moreover, for
bottom-up developed Wellbeing Dashboards to report credible, representative and scalable data to
policy, a robust economic methodology is of critical importance. Validation with the broader com-
munity, local organizations and official data needs to take place in each step. The scalability and
analytical rigor of the methodology are discussed in a separate paper (Pouw & Perotti, 2024).

The pilot study in Venserpolder led to the development of a protocol and bottom-up method for
developing Wellbeing Dashboards that is transferable to other contexts. It entails a sequencing of
separate and joint steps shown in Figure 1. While specificities, such as timelines and sample composition,
differ per context, it is learnt successful implementation is contingent on the following conditions:
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Figure 1. Research process.

— Time is invested in receiving citizens’ trust and setting up a process that is reflexive to citizens’
needs and based on existing strengths. Throughout this process, the perspective of citizens, as
local experts, is central throughout; knowledge is built and validated by citizens; and equal
participation in decision-making and equal consideration of perspectives is ensured.

— A workplan is developed, and monitored throughout, with all stakeholders that outlines colla-
boration conditions, responsibilities and collective objectives.

— Participating citizens represent the full spectrum of diversity in a neighborhood with careful attention
to those most often excluded. Surveys are conducted face-to-face with residents in the neighborhood,
using a sampling strategy that optimizes inclusion, both in terms of approach and outcomes.

— Policy professionals and other stakeholders are invited based on relevance to the needs and
actions that flow from the Wellbeing Dashboard (in terms of their position, expertise and
decision-making power).

— Local capacity building ensures citizens can structurally articulate their policy needs through Wellbeing
Dashboard and remain in charge of its use in policy design. They form an epistemic community that
has the recognition, capabilities and support to bring their knowledge into policy design.

— Policy needs are prioritized by citizens and translated into actions through dialogue sessions in
which citizens set the agenda and oversee the conversation.

— Structural use of the Wellbeing Dashboard follows a clear governance model that ensures local
ownership over knowledge building and the prioritization and communication of policy needs
and long-term policy support without comprising the vision and needs of citizens.

Conclusion and looking ahead

This paper presented the findings of a pilot study in Amsterdam that aims for citizen empowerment in
urban policy. A Wellbeing Dashboard was co-created and designed as a democratic policy instrument
that uses a multidimensional perspective on economic well-being. The findings indicate that: (a)
meaningful participation of citizens through co-creation, their self-identification of indicators on the
Wellbeing Dashboard and practicing its use are important for social learning and capacity building—
facilitating citizen empowerment; (b) the bottom-up method provides credible, representative and
scalable data on needs and priorities of marginalized citizens, otherwise ill-captured in formal
economic indicators; (c) the added-value of the Wellbeing Dashboard lies in its application as
a democratic deliberation tool in dialogs with policy professionals; (d) together, these are first steps
in toward citizen empowerment in urban policy, which requires formal embedding and concrete
follow-up in order to develop further and have lasting impact.
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The pilot study produced a bottom-up method, that is evidence-based and transferable to other
contexts, for developing Wellbeing Dashboards that provide unique policy insights on local needs.
This adds empirical knowledge to debates on operationalizing broad economic measures and on
the inclusion of marginalized groups in high-income urban contexts. As a next step, the authors of
this paper are co-creating Wellbeing Dashboards in other Amsterdam neighborhoods and con-
ducting a deeper analysis of the relations underlying the co-created indicators and their relation to
urban marginality, comparative analysis of Wellbeing Dashboards across neighborhoods, and
investigating determinants of movement across well-being levels (basic safety, stability and com-
fort). A follow-up paper will present these results and discuss what we can learn from self-
identified indicators.

Notes

1. Amsterdam Coalition Agreement 2022-2026, Amsterdam Municipality.

2. All data sources are listed and labeled for in-text reference in Table A1, Appendix A.

3. Vision statement: “Venserpolder is growing from a development area into a socio-economically healthy, safe and
inclusive neighborhood with strong social cohesion, where equality of opportunity is the benchmark, creativity
and entrepreneurship is stimulated, informal care structures are recognized and facilitated and where support is
offered based on the principle of a welfare economy residents who are not (yet) self-reliant, so that they, like all
other residents, have a physical and can lead a mentally healthy and economically stable life.”

4. Sample of 261 residents proved representative when compared to municipal datasets on demographic and
socioeconomic characteristics.

5. Discussed in a separate paper (Van Beek et al., 2025).
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Appendices

Appendix A

Table A1. Data sources.

Type Title Date
A Vision Concept Vison note “Samenwerkende Organisaties Venserpolder” October 2021
statement
B Policy study  Research report—Wellbeing index Amsterdam 12 January 2021
C  Interview Interviews with representatives of care and well-being organization in Venserpolder 12 May to
transcripts 23 September 2021
D  Field notes Notes and observations on preparatory process and creating group of participating 27 August to
local experts 6 November 2021
E  Field notes Notes and observations from co-creation workshops Venserpolder 6 November to
24 December 2021
F Report Workshop: Wellbeing in Venserpolder by Dorien Zandbergen and Roos Gerritsen 6 November 2021
G Report Results Workshop 1 Wellbeing Dashboard Venserpolder by Dorien Zandbergen and 15 November 2021
Roos Gerritsen
H  Report Indicators for well-being dashboard Venserpolder 28 November 2021
| Report Proposal program workshop 2 Wellbeing Dashboard Venserpolder and concept of 3 December 2021
two dashboard prototypes by Dorien Zandbergen and Roos Gerritsen
J Report Amsterdam—Wellbeing Dashboard Venserpolder: Prototype 24 december 2021 by ~ 24 December 2021
Dorien Zandbergen and Roos Gerritsen
K Report Workshop 2 Wellbeing Dashboard Venserpolder: a report by Dorien Zandbergen and 28 December 2021
Roos Gerritsen
L Field notes Notes and observations from validation session with citizens 22 November 2022
M Field notes Notes and observations from validation session with citizens and policy officials 24 November 2022
N Report Dashboard dialogs Amsterdam Venserpolder by Dorien Zandbergen and Roos 4 May 2023
Gerritsen
O  Report Report Teamsessie 22 May 2023
P Field notes Preparation session with citizens 13 September 2023
Q Report Structure workshop 13 october by Dorien Zandbergen and Roos Gerritsen 13 October 2023
R Field notes Notes and observations from Experimental dialogs Venserpolder 29 September to
13 October 2023
S Report Evaluation Dashboard dialogs 15 December 2023
T  Report End report Venserpolder dialogs by Dorien Zandbergen and Roos Gerritsen 20 December 2023
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Appendix B

Figure B1. Physically visualized dashboard.
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Figure B2. First prototype.
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Figure B3. Wellbeing Dashboard Venserpolder.
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