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hubs need to integrate different needs and uses, craft a shared narrative, find 
economic sustainability, and continuously experiment with their governance.  
However, being multi-purpose is both a social mission and a necessity for survival. 
Community hubs then need to maintain a negotiable definition of what they are and 
what makes their community, while devising ways to let outsiders permeate their 
spaces of decision-making.
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divided actants in four groups: people, built spaces, digital spaces and text 
documents. In addition, the structure of concentric actor-networks emphasized how 
some entities were present only in some actor-networks, theirs influenced all of 
them; and among them there were actants that appeared united in outer networks 
but were fragmented on inner ones. Finally, thresholds, those in-between spaces 
where insiders and outsiders meet, existed not only at the outer border of each 
process, but between its core, inner and outer networks.  

I also hope that my work can generate dialogue between both academics and 
practitioners. While spatial coding can help us think about the complex relations 
between the material and immaterial dimension of community hubs, the people 
involved in their management seldom use such abstractions. I wanted to reflect, 
then, on how spatial coding manifested in the contexts I studied. 

Across processes I identified four issues that influenced the spatial coding of 
each community hub. The first was connected to how community hubs must be 
permeable to survive and thrive. Multipurpose spaces must deal with the differences 
that arise from hosting different uses and users, and the incompatibilities and 
conflicts that often arise from integrating different needs, understandings and 
identities. Secondly, community hubs must craft a narrative that tolerates and 
integrates these differences, and that is shared by those who interact both within 
and with the community hub. Meanwhile, community hubs must remain sustainable 
and accessible to groups from all income levels, although they often lack resources, 
both in terms of people and funds. To do so, community hubs need to optimize their 
use of assets, chiefly space that can either be rented or used to host services that 
generate income. The more uses a space hosts, the more differences it will need to 
deal with: these three issues, then, are connected to the struggle of devising, and 
keep improving, unconventional structures of governance that reconcile mutual 
recognition and solidarity with pragmatism. 

If it is not possible to define clear answers or generalizable guidelines on 
addressing any of these issues individually, it is even less realistic to propose re-
usable models that can handle how they intersect in real life. However, building on 
the literature on urban commons I argue that we can integrate shifts of perspectives 
on how we understand and approach the participated management of community 
hubs. 

As regards defining the boundaries of a community hub and its community, I 
borrow from the idea that, like with urban commons, these are subject to continuous 
renegotiation. In other words, what the community hubs is, the different roles of the 
people who get involved, and the arrangements through which space is shared, are 
always under question and can change. This shift of perspective can help untangle 
the fact that being a multipurpose space means dealing with differences not only in 
how different people might use and relate to the space, and the conflict that can 
arise from these differences, but also with difference in how people contribute to 
the social reproduction of the community hub.  

Finally, the problem of how community hubs can maintain enough structure to 
function consistently, while remaining flexible to the contributions they need from 
outsiders, can partly be addressed by focusing on how community hubs can 























































 

Figure 1: A typology of tools for digital democracy. Adapted from Simon et al. (2017) 
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The last group I want to discuss are readapted digital tools, which include 
instant messaging application, collaborative document editors, file sharing tools, 
digital calendars, project management applications, and more. Many of these 
applications were developed with workplaces in mind, to support employees work 
remotely and/or improve their communication and coordination, but many of these 
functions are relevant to participation as well. There is, to my knowledge, no study 
that tried to experiment with tools that were already available to support 
participation. (Except perhaps for collaborative Geographic Information System 
(GIS) applications.) 

Since they supported by commercial ventures who can invest a lot of resources 
into making, maintaining and improving their tools, these applications often prove 
more user friendly than the alternatives that were developed for a specific initiative. 
It is also more likely that they run on both computers and smartphones and that they 
will be more reliable, both because they are actively improved (e.g. new 
functionalities are added) and supported by professionals, who will continue fixing 
issues beyond the participation process. 

Well-known tools also have a lower adoption cost, meaning that many users 
are already familiar with them. Thus, some re-adapted tools will be easier to 
integrated with the process, although this depends on the  popularity of the tool and 
the composition of the group. For example, e-mails and instant messaging apps are 
used to communicate within groups, even though their functions might not be the 
best for coordinating work. (This might sound familiar to readers who felt 
overwhelmed by the number of chat groups they are in and found that 
communication can be very dispersive.) More structured alternatives, on the other 
hand, can offer improved functionalities but might be foreign to people who have 
not familiarized with them before (often in the work environment). 

There are potential disadvantages with re-adapting existing tools. Most tools 
are not free, although many have freemium pricing that allows people to test them 
out before paying for a subscription. They also might collect and sell data from 
users, like social media platforms. Finally, often they cannot be personalized, which 
might require users to adapt to their affordance. And although there are many free 
and/or open source software alternative, these require skilled people to installing, 
maintaining or even personalizing them might require skills that are not very 
common. 
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studies are examples of top-down facilitated participation, while the third is more 
connected to bottom-up self-management within a private enterprise. Finally, 
digital tools will also be present in all case studies. 

To conclude, I propose to study participation as context-sensitive and contested 
because no approach, method or set-up is better than others. Where would we place 
an initiative started and managed by citizens but also dependent on funding from 
public or private institutions? Is this dependence a form of soft institutionalization? 
Who sponsors it? Who animates it? Who is invited? What are the stated aims? What 
approach is adopted? How did things evolve? As the possible answer to each of 
these question increase, the potential configurations for any initiative multiply.  

If the way we understand participation is context-sensitive and contested, then 
also the way we do it must always interact whit the place, moment and people 
involved. The proposal of this thesis is to zoom into three examples of shared 
management of community hubs, and reflect on clues derived from practical 
experience. Not to extract guidelines or generalizable results, but partial answers 
that reveal the many nuances involved. Once we zoom into any initiative, we will 
find nuanced roles, motivations and goals that were not visible from afar. 



 

  

Chapter 3 

Spaces of participation 

In the previous chapter we have seen that there are many ways to participate, 
and none is in principle better than others because participation is context-sensitive 
and contested. I argued for the need to zoom into specific practices to explore and 
reflect on their nuances, paradoxes and contradictions. The three case studies 
discussed in chapters 5, 6 and 7 all revolve around multi-purposes spaces whose 
goal is to aggregate and develop projects for their territory; and which, conversely, 
also depend on aggregation to thrive. 

In this chapter I want to discuss community hubs as spaces of contemporary 
participation. Like before, I aim at a loose definition that highlights those concepts 
that are relevant for the upcoming discussion. Building on the previous chapter, in 
the first section I propose to study community hubs as multi-purpose spaces that 
aggregate people, ideas and energies to provide activities and services for the 
community and by the community. The idea that participation is context-sensitive 
and contested translates to how community hubs are rooted in the territory and in 
continuous evolution. 

Being rooted in the territory means three things: that community hubs exist and 
evolve in tandem with the broader social, economic and political circumstances of 
contemporary participation; that they are in dialectic with the urban and social 
fabric of their territory; and that in community hubs built space is constitutive of 
participation. Continuous evolution, on the other hand, implies that being multi-
purpose implies a challenge to integrate different uses, needs, understanding of 
space and that, as a consequence, community hubs must balance between 
maintaining enough structure to function consistently while remaining flexible and 
permeable. 

While elaborating on these points I will also introduce three issues that need 
further discussion, namely the need to conceptualize space as constitutive of 
participation; the need to have an understanding of what the community hub is and 
how to define its community, especially given how the former depends on a diverse 
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