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Abstract. Citizen engagement, human infrastructure and engaging citizens to
facilitate bottom up social innovation through technology is an important part of
Human Smart Cities, which was the main focus of the EU MyNeighbourhood
project. The main research question addressed in this paper is how to design social
software to support neighbourhoods and encourage the social cohesiveness
through social-spatial spaces in the real and virtual world where neighbours could
come together and act towards improving the neighbourhood. The paper describes
the co-design process in the project to design services and a technological plat‐
form for citizen engagement. The co-design process provided a rich set of require‐
ments for a diversity of users. The challenges in designing the technology and the
user engagement activities that were experienced and addressed during the project
are discussed.
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Cities

1 Introduction

Most social networking software has been designed to bring together people through
technology, often to connect people who are geographically distributed. Social
networking applications such as Facebook, Flickr, Instagram, Twitter and LinkedIn,
have brought people together for social and professional purposes; long lost friends and
relatives are now connected and sharing photos and various aspects of their lives, and
discussion groups agree and debate over issues that are of interest to them. Communities
of Interests form groups to address specific things. Social networks have no doubt
changed our lives in ways that were not anticipated and people are connected through
technology more than ever before. While we are connected with our long distance
contacts, colleagues, friends, relatives, it is unclear if we know our neighbours any better
or if we can utilise the resources and the human infrastructure around us in our neigh‐
bourhoods and cities better through the social networking technologies available today
[1]. The EU MyNeighbourhood project focused on the human infrastructure and
engaging citizens to facilitate bottom up social innovation through technology [2]. The
main research question addressed in this paper is how to design social software to support
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neighbourhoods and encourage the social cohesiveness through social-spatial spaces in
the real and virtual world where neighbours could come together and act towards
improving the neighbourhood.

Cities are moving from their traditional modes of engaging citizens to leveraging on
ICT for reaching their citizens [3]. Engaging citizens in the co-design of services and
solutions has become popular [4]. Similarly, the MyNeighbourhood project aimed at
using ‘smart’ ICT services and citizen/neighbourhood generated data to help recreate
the social mechanisms which, in the past, ensured that urban neighbourhoods coincided
with a social system of connected and trusted communities, where people felt safe and
happy with a true sense of belonging. The project had four pilot cities; Birmingham in
UK, Milan, in Italy, Lisbon in Portugal and Aalborg in Denmark. The city councils were
partners in the project. Specific neighbourhoods from each city were identified as the
pilots and citizens and all the stakeholders were engaged from the onset to foster a sense
of ownership as well as to ensure that the design of services and technologies met the
needs of the end users. Co-design and Co-creation and Urban Living Labs were central
to the work of the project. The aim was to co-design a set of services for each pilot and
to create a common platform to engage the citizens and to facilitate dialogue among the
citizens and between the citizens and the city councils.

A social networking platform for engaging citizens in neighbourhoods, the MyN
Platform [5], was co-designed and developed in the project. Several co-design work‐
shops were conducted to identify the needs of the citizens. The approach that was taken
was to gather individual needs, select the ones that were most popular and use these to
create scenarios of how people in a neighbourhood would do things if there were a
common social platform available to them.

The neighbourhoods were selected by the Municipalities of each pilot city. The main
criterion for selection was the municipalities’ interest in improving the neighbourhoods
and the activities that were already taking place in those neighbourhoods. Milan,
Birmingham and Lisbon had neighbourhoods with ethnic diversity and challenges in
integration, high unemployment and school dropout rates. Milan, in particular, had a
geographical challenge where one neighbourhood was separated by a bridge, which
increased the challenges. Aalborg, a relatively smaller city than the others, focused on
a neighbourhood where the municipality was working closely with other organisations
to engage volunteer citizens in the care of handicapped citizens.

This paper describes the co-design process and citizen engagement activities in the
MyNeighbourhood project. The co-design process provided a rich set of needs and
requirements for MyN Platform. One of the challenges during the project was meeting
the expectations of the numerous stakeholders and the diverse user groups of the MyN
platform. The paper provides an overview of the challenges in designing the platform
and the citizen engagement activities. The rest of the paper is structured as follows:
Sect. 2 describes the co-design process; Sect. 3 describes the citizen engagement
process; Sect. 4 describes the challenges in the design and Sect. 5 summarises the
paper.
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2 Co-design Process

2.1 The MyN Handbook

Several methods and tools to support service design are available; e.g. [6]. In the
MyNeighbourhood project, the co-design process in each MyN pilot was guided step
by step and supported by a co-design handbook developed for the project [7], which
contained a collection of methods and tools. The handbook also included methods
and tools that could be used by operators in the public administration or by groups
of citizens to promote innovative ideas in their neighbourhoods. It was clarified from
the beginning that these tools and methods could be modified, adapted or even
distorted, in order to achieve a practical result. For this reason, it was comple‐
mented with an online repository of cases, examples and templates: cases included
illustrations on how the various methods could be used; templates included outlines,
schemas, forms and checklists that the pilot could use to support the co-creation
process with users; examples included pictures and schemes illustrating how the
tools had been used in other co-design activities.

The MyN co-design handbook was organized around three main work phases:
context analysis, design (concept generation and detailing), and application/test (see
Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. MyN co-design work phases

The Context Analysis generally started with explorative activities aimed at
entering the context, trying to keep interaction with people as small as possible and
to identify possible situations as possible context entry points. This explorative work
was “expansive”, i.e. it was a process in which all the factors that could influence a
social context were considered. The exploration was transformed slowly into a sense
making work where the rich amount of information collected in the exploration phase
was analysed and interpreted, in order to work out facts that could be usable in the
design phase. This was also the work during which a first hierarchy of priorities was
outlined, issues to address and change were clarified and consensus was developed
among the actors, on what problem to work on.

The Service Design phase generally started with the concept generation activity
as generative work. It was about working up and sharing provisional ideas – new
activities, processes, systems or touch-points, which address the issue that have been
identified during the context analysis phase. This stage usually led to open defini‐
tions of possible solutions, without investing too much in one idea, but rather
collecting pros and cons about different hypotheses. This generative phase was
followed by a concept specification work, a process of exploring what the concepts
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proposed would really be like in practice, to refine or rework an idea. This also
implied a revision of concepts and iteration of concept-detailing phases. This phase
also included methods to scale up co-design initiatives, to engage stakeholders into
a continuous improvement and learning process.

2.2 Co-design in the MyN Pilots

The co-design work was divided into two main phases: the Context Analysis phase
and Service Design phase. The contexts of the pilots influenced their interpretation
of the phases and the activities that were conducted varied accordingly. An example
of the activities is shown in Fig. 2. Nevertheless, all the pilots had used a good selec‐
tion of tools from the Handbook coherently and conducted several activities in both
the phases.

Fig. 2. Co-design activities in Birmingham

The context analysis mainly enabled pilots to identify problems in the neighbour‐
hoods, the actors involved and the related stakeholder maps; (an example is shown in
Fig. 3). In addition, personas were developed to describe the typical actors involved or
considered as key actors in the context; see an example in Fig. 4.

In the concept generation phase, all the pilots produced different service ideas and
they were described with a goal, how it would work and the actors involved. Some of
the service ideas that were developed were safer transport routes (in Birmingham),
Volunteers for handicapped citizens (in Aalborg) and a food service for the elderly
provided by a catering school (in Milan).
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Fig. 3. Stakeholders map of the Aalborg Pilot

Fig. 4. One of the personas of the Milan Pilot
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In the concept detailing phase, three main components of the service design were
developed: the customer journey, the system map, and the blue print. This was done for
each pilot, for each of the services selected among the service ideas. An example of one
of these, the system map for the volunteer service in Aalborg is shown in Fig. 5.

Fig. 5. System map of the volunteer service in Aalborg

The system maps and the blueprints helped identify the different components of the
services and the support that was necessary. In particular, the blueprints identified the
technological components that were required and the functionalities that needed to be
designed. The material from the context analysis phase provided a good understanding
and a rich set of requirements for the design of the technological components.

3 Citizen Engagement

As one of the main focus in the MyNeighbourhood project, the MyN Platform was
designed to support citizen engagement. However, it did not take very long to see that
the technology alone was insufficient to engage citizens on a new platform and a critical
mass of users were crucial for the success of the technology. Thus, user engagement
activities were planned as a part of an iterative development process which was
composed of six distinct phases as illustrated in Fig. 6.

• Platform Development. The development of the MyN Platform was done using an
agile approach where the product owner, represented by the key stakeholders of each
pilot neighbourhood, prioritised the backlog of features and functionality resulting
from the co-design activities;

• Platform Release. Throughout the development process, the MyN Platform was
released periodically;
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• Citizen Engagement Activities. With the release of the platform, planned user
engagement activities were carried out in the field, involving the citizens in the
neighbourhood;

• Monitoring and Analysis. The user engagement activities were closely monitored
on the platform supported by evaluation work carried out in the field. The monitoring
was based on assessment indicators, which were complemented by Google Analytics
and analysis of platform logs. The analysis also considered cumulative effects of the
user engagement with MyN Platform;

• Correlation and Understanding of Context. The resulting data gathered from the
monitoring was analysed and correlated to determine the effectiveness of the activ‐
ities and the performance of the MyN Platform. This was more than capturing error
and functional mishaps, but included determining the shortcomings on the platform
supporting user engagement;

• Insights and Lessons Learnt. The correlated data yielded important insights and
lessons learnt that shaped the planning of user engagement activities and improve‐
ments to the MyN Platform.

Fig. 6. MyNeighbourhood deployment process

These citizen engagement activities were carefully designed to promote the use of the
MyN Platform and where the platform played a central role. The engagement activities
included field work, activities on the MyN Platform and most importantly creating
synergy between the two. One successful example of citizen engagement that resulted in
increased activity and interactions among the neighbours through the MyN Platform was
a photo competition, where citizens took pictures from their neighbourhoods and shared
them through the platform. They then encouraged their friends to vote for the pictures, on
the platform, to find the best or the most popular photo. This was a competition among
neighbours within one neighbourhood as well as across the four pilot neighbourhoods
where the winners were the most popular picture in each neighbourhood and the most
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active neighbourhood among the four pilot neighbourhoods. At the end of the competi‐
tion, the photos were exhibited in a public place, such as the local library in Aalborg, and
the competition results were announced in a small ceremony; see photo in Fig. 7.

Fig. 7. Prize ceremony of the photo competition in the Marvila pilot in Portugal

4 Challenges in Design

Designing for communities are challenging in many ways as expressed by other authors
too [8]. A key challenge in the MyNeighbourhood development process was the
continued involvement of the champions that were identified and engaged during the
co-design phase before the release of the initial version of the MyN Platform. Challenges
to the design of the platform and the citizen engagement activities were from many
perspectives and these are described in the following subsections.

4.1 Diversity

In the MyNeighbourhood project, the pilot neighbourhoods were from four different
countries with different cultures and languages. While the cultural diversities enriched
the design, it also introduced challenges in supporting a multicultural, multilingual
interface. The pilot neighbourhoods themselves were multicultural with a variety of
people; immigrants with limited knowledge of the local language (e.g. in the
Birmingham pilot), elderly citizens with little or no digital literacy (e.g. in the Milan
pilot) and mentally or physically handicapped citizens (e.g. in the Aalborg pilot). Conse‐
quently, a major challenge to the design of the MyN Platform was the drive to support
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multiple dimensions of diversity such as elderly vs. digital natives (e.g. [9]), designing
the right user interface and interaction design for different user groups and achieving
the right balance of privacy. In the four pilot neighbourhoods, there was a clear digital
divide, with the elderly suffering from poor digital literacy and the generation designated
as digital natives being more digital savvy. The design of the interface posed challenges
to meet the needs of a wide range of users with different requirements, such as in the
case of handicapped users in Aalborg, and the use of symbols to support users who were
not confident with the languages supported by the Platform or with poor literacy skills.

Achieving the right balance of privacy to safeguard the online information shared
by the citizens within a neighbourhood was an important design issue. There was a need
to provide functionality that would protect special user groups that required a closed and
private community. Additionally, the need for fostering community trust amongst the
non-citizen stakeholders, such as non-government organisations and the municipalities,
was equally important.

4.2 Synergy Between Field Activity and the Digital Platform

Citizen engagement activities were aimed to foster community engagement through the
use of the MyN Platform where the synergy between the work done in the field and the
activity on the MyN Platform would contribute to enhance the feeling of a community,
build trust and a sense of belonging among the neighbours and between the citizens and
the public authorities. Thus, the design of the relevant and appropriate activities posed
requirements on the platform too as illustrated in some examples listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Design challenges for citizen engagement activities

Citizen engagement activity Field work MyN Platform support
Photo competition (all pilot

neighbourhoods)
-Taking photos
-Talk to neighbours, inform

and encourage them to vote
for the photos

-Support user contributions
(uploading of photos)

-Access to photos for all users
-possibility to vote online
-display results of voting polls

at any time
Hooking to local community

activities.
Be present where it happens;

e.g. at funfairs
(Birmingham) or other
community events (Lisbon)

-Mobile access to the platform
from anywhere

-Easy and fast registration
process

Cibo Vicino (near food service
in Milan)

Engaging neighbours and
bringing relevant actors
together

Interaction with existing or
other ICT solutions

Flash mob (Lisbon) Engaging neighbours to join a
community event; e.g. a
group of dancers on a train.

-Possibility to upload and
share information by users
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4.3 Iterative Releases

The iterative deployment shown in Fig. 6 required continuous analyses of data and
understanding the synergy between the field work and the activities on the MyN Plat‐
form. Traditional evaluation approaches proved inadequate as the data was analysed in
a working and development setting [10, 11]. This required a work process that supported
it, a clear idea of the indicators for community engagement as well as appropriate and
timely data from the platform that reflected the engagement. A task force was established
with at least one representative of the development team, evaluation and user engage‐
ment activities. The role of the task force was to extract data logs from the platform and
analyse them with data mining and sense making tools and methodologies; correlate the
processed data with the evolving contexts in the pilots and to determine recommenda‐
tions based on the distilled insights.

The graph of Fig. 8 illustrates a sample of the data gathered for the task force to
assess and carry out the analysis. The graph represents the delta values over time of key
indicators, such as the total number of registered users, total number of contributions,
total number of supports on ideas, etc. Taking a closer look at the pattern of activity on
the platform, the sudden changes such as a peak or a drop were considered and the
activities of the pilots corresponding to those times were reviewed.

Fig. 8. Illustrative example of the analysis of the data collated from the MyN platform

The peak that is marked “1” on the figure corresponds to the time of the Magusto
festival in Lisbon and the MyN team worked actively promoting the project and the
MyN Platform. The peak that is marked “2” corresponds to the time when the photo
competition took place, which generated a lot of activity on the platform. The exhibitions
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of the photos from the competition raised the level of activity two months after the photo
competition, labelled “3”. A few smaller peaks followed during the following months
when all the pilots worked intensely presenting the MyN Platform to various associations
and stakeholders in their own neighbourhoods and other neighbourhoods and munici‐
palities. This effort by the pilot teams resulted in increasing the level of activities in the
initial neighbourhoods as well the emergence of new neighbourhoods and communities.
The final peak of activities, labelled “4”, is explained by the increased level of activity
in general, some new activities by the Lisbon pilot such as the flash mob and activities
from the new neighbourhoods. By the end of the project (June 2015), the no. of neigh‐
bourhoods had increased from the initial 4 to 23, spanning different cities in both Italy
and Denmark.

5 Summary and Future Work

In this paper, we have described the co-design process in the MyNeighbourhood project
to design services and a technological platform for citizen engagement and addressed
the challenges in designing social software for engaging citizens at the neighbourhood
level. The variety of methods and tools were used to co-design services where an exten‐
sive context analysis was done followed by systematic design of the services and even‐
tually the technical functionality of the MyN Platform. An iterative development process
was followed, where releases of the platform were followed by user engagement activ‐
ities in the field, careful analysis of the data, experience sharing and reflection, followed
by recommendations for new releases of the platform.

The rich set of requirements and contexts posed a no. of challenges, both for the user
engagement activities as well as the design of the technology. The challenges could be
categorised as ones related to the diversity of the stakeholders and user groups, creating
synergy between the platform and the field activities and identifying and evaluating
relevant data that reflected citizen engagement.

Further analyses of the data and contents on the platform will contribute to under‐
standing citizen engagement and the role of technology. Several improvements to the
platform have been identified which will be considered in future projects. An example
of this would be to develop a mobile platform to enhance accessibility.
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