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Antwerp 2018, Belgium of community building which is bottom-up, locally managed, and adaptable to the

needs of its users: the “Ecosystems of Care”. We present the main features of this new
way of organizing and structuring green urban areas, as well as our observations
from two pilot projects which were created to understand the feasibility and
applicability of this idea. We conclude by reflecting on our lessons learned from
these applied experiments, the potential of Ecosystems of Care for improving the
wellbeing of the population and look at issues related to their replicability and long-
term sustainability.

Science highlights

- Open Studios are an innovative policymaking tool focused on co-creation and the
interaction between experts, end-users, and researchers on a common issue.

- Through an Open Studio we developed the idea of Ecosystems of care, focused on
creating more inclusive green spaces that are managed by the community and quick
to implement in a variety of different settings.

- We present evidence to show that Ecosystems of care have the potential to tackle
inequalities in access to green spaces, ultimately improving the wellbeing of people
who live in cities.

Policy and practice recommendations

- Ecosystems of care are effective social innovations that are fast to organize, bottom-
up, and centered around a holistic definition of inclusiveness that considers social
and structural barriers.

- These initiatives are based on a democratic space development, focused on the
programmability of a space that involves all potential users.

- To be effective, a stakeholder mapping is necessary to understand the various users
and communities cohabiting in this space.
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- Sustainability of these initiatives is favored by the support of local government and
authorities; however, it is important that their management and organization remains
within the hands of local organizers.

Keywords Green urban areas, Social policy, Ecosystem, Cities, Social innovation, Urban
environment

Background

RESISTIRE (RESponding to outbreakS through co-creaTlve inclusive equality stRatE-
gies) was a Horizon 2020 research and innovation project interested in investigating
inequalities exacerbated by the COVID-19 public health emergency and aimed at devel-
oping solutions centered around equity. Movement restrictions and non-pharmaceutical
interventions (NPIs) introduced during the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the key
role which access to green spaces had on the wellbeing of people, as well as the socioeco-
nomic inequalities in accessing them. Through a scoping review and stakeholder consul-
tations, RESISTIRE decided to focus one of its policy proposals on the development of
new ways of using public green spaces. This paper aims to present the conceptualization
and delivery of the “Ecosystems of Care” pilot project, which was the result of an innova-
tive participatory approach of policymaking called Open Studio (OS) that took place on
the 12th and 13th of October 2021.

Methods

OS are two-days, thematic, policymaking workshops that invite people with different
backgrounds (artists, community leaders, architects, and public servants) as well as peo-
ple directly affected by the issued discussed, to come up with innovative solutions to
potentially apply to their own, local setting. Ultimately, they aim to develop ideas and
interventions with a concrete vision of their possible future impact, following the core
value of fulfilling the vision of all stakeholders involved in the resolution of a problem
(Lopez Belloso et al. 2024; Street 1997).

OS were the central policymaking tool used by RESISTRE, with topics first drafted by
the team based on consultation with experts and stakeholders, as well as quick literature
reviews on themes that seemed to be of central importance to the wellbeing of com-
munities during the COVID-19 pandemic. Green areas and the inequalities related to
their access and use consistently appeared as important topics in the literature, both in
general and in the context of the wellbeing of individuals during the pandemic (Hugo
Poelman 2016; Kardan et al. 2015; Milner et al. 2021; Poortinga et al. 2021), moving the
team to dedicate an OS and policy proposal of the project to this topic.

Three central questions were then drafted by RESISTIRE as necessary outcomes of the
“Solutions for Inclusive Access to Green Commons” OS:

1. how to create new green spaces and reform grey areas to solve the problem of unequal
availability in cities;

2. how can existing green areas be reshaped to be accessible to all;

3. how can these areas become safe, free and inclusive spaces for all diverse individuals
within a community.

The workshops are designed to make people from different perspectives and fields work
together on a common solution, enabling a conversation between very different experts
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without having to fall back onto the necessity of speaking a common technical language
(Robertson and Simonsen 2012). Invited participants to the “Solutions for Inclusive
Access to Green Commons” OS included: artists, architects, community organizers,
public servants, members serving on common housing associations, environmental sci-
entists, botanists, as well as real estate developers from different parts of Europe. This
was done to ensure that the policy solutions discussed were inclusive of a wide range of
perspectives.

Policy discussions in OS are centered around better stories and personas, two tools
created ad hoc for each workshop. The first are positive narratives and promising prac-
tices of how communities or governments have come together to solve a problem, or
have found resilience during times of hardship (Georgis 2014). These narratives are cre-
ated through a prior research phase conducted by the RESISTIRE team in preparation
of each workshop. These tools are necessary to help frame the development of solutions
from a positive perspective and inspire the participants. Personas are instead descrip-
tions of hypothetical individuals who might be affected by the policies discussed during
the OS. These fictional characters, inspired by interviews with real people (carried out
by the RESISTIE team) who reported some kind of hardship or form of discrimination.
They are a tool to help empathize with the wide range of possible situations which a tar-
geted policy needs to take into consideration (Lépez Belloso et al. 2024). Personas are
created using a variety of different types of users, to make policy solutions as inclusive
and sensitive to the needs of all potential people. This also helps to ground the conversa-
tion around concrete situations and structuring the development of a policy blueprint
which is centered around users (Fig 1).

In practice, these exercises are carried out as small group open discussions and

develop in the following steps:

1. Each group was assigned three better stories and was asked to highlight which
elements they found innovative in the solution and what were their shortcomings. A
list of caveats and strengths was drawn up and enumerated for each group.
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Fig. 1 Example of better stories and personas used during the Open Studios
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2. Next, personas were introduced as potential users of any urban green area. Participants
were asked to empathize with these users and comment on possible solutions to
resolve their specific conflicts and problems presented. These solutions can include
both physical changes to the environment, as well as initiatives which could help
create a more welcoming space. Core concepts and ideas from these descriptions were
then distilled and enumerated.

3. A list of common characteristics, problems and solutions that were described by
each group was created. This list constituted the foundations upon which each group
would then develop their policy proposals. This is where the OS methodology is at
its most innovative: the brainstorming process which brings together people from
very different professional backgrounds gives light to policy ideas which consider all
aspects central to possible solutions.

4. After a deliberation period for each group, every idea was presented and the selection
of the pilot project was based on a group vote from all participants, organizers of the
OS included.

Policy solutions created by the OS are required to follow the principles of design justice
(Costanza-Chock 2020; Lépez Belloso et al. 2024), putting under the limelight the voice
of those directly impacted by a policy and prioritizing the effect that the policy will have

on its community.

Results

Ecosystems of care: a pilot project by RESISTIRE

The group who participated in the “Solutions for Inclusive Access to Green Commons”
OS drafted four core principles to make green areas more inclusive in their utilization
and development:

1. Decisions based on a bottom-up participatory approach, centered around users.

2. Focused on the problem of gentrification around green areas, mindful of mitigating
this process.

3. Creating a space which is psychologically and physically safe for all users.

4. And finally, programmable, defined by the OS as the ability of a space to host and

organize activities which users can contribute to.

Based on these principles, the development of green spaces as “ecosystems of care”
emerged. These represent a way of designing and organizing communities within public
green spaces considering the direct participation and inputs of local users, who are usu-
ally left out of decision-making process for the spaces which they utilize.

A call for interest open to any organization or individual in Europe was published
online, offering funds for kick-starting an initiative that would need to include in its pro-
posal concrete ways of addressing the above-mentioned principals to access the funds.
The call was published on the RESISTIRE website and promoted through professional
networks of the participants. It offered full funding for a period of up to 6 months.
Two sites for pilot projects were selected. One project, based in Barcelona, Spain, was
developed by a local grassroots organization (aqui) and focused to bring together dif-
ferent, isolated communities of a same place (Parc de 'Espanya Industrial) by organiz-
ing events and offering a space to discuss ideas on their shared public space. The other
project was based in Graz, Austria, and managed by two local community organizations
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(respectively, Transition Graz and Illusions), which were interested in requalifying a
green space through a participatory, democratic process with the residents of the Tries-
ter Neighborhood in the city. (Lépez Belloso et al. 2024).

Discussion
Ecosystems of care and their potential for improving wellbeing
Ecosystems of care propose the creation of a “programmable” green space, which means:

1. galvanize users to interact with each other and promote their involvement in the
decision-making processes of a public space;

2. promote the creation of new green areas where there aren’t any by bringing together
communities around a solution;

3. create an opportunity for interaction, respectful confrontation, and discussion
between users, residents, and policymakers;

4. act as a protector of the right of everyone to access these public domains;

5. reduce inequalities in access and use of green areas by involving and hearing from all

users or communities;

Ecosystems of care are grounded in social, rather than technical or environmental
innovation, making them malleable to the community, relatively cost-free, and easy to
implement at any level. They represent an effective tool for making green spaces more
inclusive of all users by encouraging them to be actively involved in decision-making
processes used by them. While they cannot provide a solution to the structural inequali-
ties found in urban green areas, they can tackle the unequal utilization and development
of them, which often fail to take into consideration the diverse communities which coex-
ist in a space, and underestimate the importance of green areas for the wellbeing of all

users.

Conclusions
Replicability
A year after the beginning of the two pilots, the organizers, and a team from RESISTIRE
joined together again for a roundtable discussion to understand the future of these proj-
ects and what features of each could help the replicability of these elsewhere. The lessons
we learned form this meeting are summarized in Fig. 2, which represents the method-
ological framework for the application of ecosystems of care.

The creation of this project in two very different contexts, and with substantially dif-
ferent objectives, gives good hope to believe that ecosystems of care can easily adapt to a

variety of environments.

Strengths of Open Studios as tools for policymaking

Open Studios are an innovative policymaking tool combining a variety of participa-
tion and design techniques which makes them a strong method of confronting prob-
lems and developing solutions. They offer the opportunity to openly discuss complex,
intersectional issues which affect people’s everyday lives, giving them the opportunity
to participate in the formulation of concrete solutions. The format allows for a confron-
tation between bureaucratic realities, end users’ needs, structural problems, and real-
life applications. Additionally, the workshop tools used in OS are effective in framing
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ELEMENTS OF AN ECOSYSTEM OF CARE

Spaces

> Public park

> Neighbourhood square/central area for a community

> Commonly shared space by a variety of different groups
> Repurposed industrial park/structure

Mediators should be an established Figure within the community
that the ecosystem of care exists in. They should be an integral
part of the community, not external:

> Local organizers

> Grassroot organization

> Residents organization

Stakeholders mapping is an essential part of this process,
because an ecosystem of care should be tailored to the needs of
the various communities and individuals which are using the
space.

Democratic space development which takes into consideration
the unequal access to a space which every user might have has
shown to be an effective way of engaging the local community,
making them Ffeel part of a broader goal, and ironing out possible

CONSIDERATIONS

Interventions to consider

The creation of an ecosystem of care can be catalysed by a variety
of possible interventions to an area. The repurposing which has
suffered from a strong gentrification.

What is affecting/hindering the use of a space?

Cultural and structural barriers; conflicts with other communities
or users; feeling unsafe/uncomfortable when using a green area
because of a lack of adequate Facilities are all possible problems
that should be identified through a stakeholder mapping.

Role of local government and authorities

While institutional support is important in order to ensure
continuity, ecosystems of care should be established from the
ground up, redefining the ownership of a public space to the
community which uses them.

Programmability and Flexibility are central to the development
of an ecosystem of care. Users should be an integral part of the
development project, and the principal goal of these spaces should
remain to make users feel more included in this space.

Page 6 of 7

tensions.

Fig. 2 Methodological framework of an ecosystem of care

problems and solutions around a common narrative, making policy proposals centered
around users and real-life situations, as well as easier to implement and propose to local
realities.

Limitations

We encountered some limitations in this policymaking mechanism. Firstly, there is no
method to assure a representative participation to these events, and OS are likely to
attract a share of stakeholders that is better off and not necessarily representative of the
most marginalized. While we have tried to codify a set of good practices which could
help in shaping and creating these projects elsewhere, we cannot account for the myriad
of complex social, bureaucratic, and structural issues that a community might run into:
the local context remains the strongest determinant of success of these projects.
Abbreviations

0S Open Studios
RESISTIRE  Responding to outbreaks through co-creative inclusive equality strategies

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.org/10.1186/542854-025-00073-x.

[ Supplementary Material 1 ]

Acknowledgements

We would like to acknowledge the whole RESISTIRE group for their work and contribution which were fundamental

for the analysis done for this paper. We would also like to thank Grace Romeo from Yellow Window for the figure she
designed for this paper. Finally, many thanks to aqui, Transition Graz, and lllusions for their collaboration with our project.

Author contributions

All authors substantially contributed to the conception and design of the work. LL and RC formulated the idea and the
concept of the manuscript. LL wrote and structured the manuscript, conducted the principal investigation, and carried
out the literature review relevant for the work. FR, AD, AK, and RC carefully reviewed the contents and critically improved
its text. AD and AK designed and conducted the Open Studios.

Funding
This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under
grant agreement No 101015990.


https://doi.org/10.1186/s42854-025-00073-x

Lionello et al. Urban Transformations (2025) 7:5 Page 7 of 7

Data availability
All materials and data used in this paper are publicly available.

Declarations

Ethical approval
not applicable to the research presented in this manuscript.

Consent to participate
Every contributing author has given their written consent to participate and is aware of the submission.

Consent for publication
Every contributing author has given their written consent for the publication of this manuscript. All necessary steps have
been taken to consent the publication of this data and manuscript.

Conflict of interest
None declared.

Received: 10 April 2024 / Accepted: 7 February 2025
Published online: 25 February 2025

References

Costanza-Chock S. (2020). Introduction: #TravelingWhileTrans, Design Justice, and Escape from the Matrix of Domination - Design
Justice (1st ed.). MIT. https://design-justice.pubpub.org/pub/ap8rgwse/release/1

Georgis D. The Better Story. SUNY; 2014. https://sunypress.edu/Books/T/The-Better-Story2.

Hugo Poelman. (2016). A walk to the park? Assessing access to green areas in Europe’s cities (Working Paper WP 01/2016). European
Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/working-papers/2018/a-walk-to-the-par
k-assessing-access-to-green-areas-in-europe-s-cities

Kardan O, Gozdyra P, Misic B, Moola F, Palmer LJ, Paus T, Berman MG. Neighborhood greenspace and health in a large urban
center. Sci Rep. 2015;5(1). https://doi.org/10.1038/srep11610.

Lopez Belloso M, Clavero S, Strid S. (2024). Resisting the pandemic. Better stories and innovation in times of crisis. https.//www.pete
rlang.com/document/ 1434242

Milner J, Davies M, Haines A, Huxley R, Michie S, Robertson L, Siri J, Wilkinson P. Emerging from COVID-19: Lessons for Action on
Climate Change and Health in cities. J Urb Health. 2021;98(3):433-7. https://doi.org/10.1007/511524-020-00501-2.

Poortinga W, Bird N, Hallingberg B, Phillips R, Williams D. The role of perceived public and private green space in subjective
health and wellbeing during and after the first peak of the COVID-19 outbreak. Landsc Urban Plann. 2021;211:104092. htt
ps://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2021.104092.

Robertson T, Simonsen J. (2012). Participatory Design: An introduction. In Routledge International Handbook of Participatory
Design (pp. 1-17). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203108543-1

Street P. Scenario workshops: a participatory approach to sustainable urban living? Futures. 1997;29(2):139-58. https://doi.org/1
0.1016/50016-3287(96)00073-0.

Publisher’s note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.


https://design-justice.pubpub.org/pub/ap8rgw5e/release/1
https://sunypress.edu/Books/T/The-Better-Story2
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/working-papers/2018/a-walk-to-the-park-assessing-access-to-green-areas-in-europe-s-cities
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/information/publications/working-papers/2018/a-walk-to-the-park-assessing-access-to-green-areas-in-europe-s-cities
https://doi.org/10.1038/srep11610
https://www.peterlang.com/document/1434242
https://www.peterlang.com/document/1434242
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-020-00501-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2021.104092
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2021.104092
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203108543-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-3287(96)00073-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0016-3287(96)00073-0

	﻿An innovative participatory policymaking approach using Open Studios: the creation of “Ecosystems of Care”
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Science highlights
	﻿Policy and practice recommendations
	﻿Background
	﻿Methods
	﻿Results
	﻿Ecosystems of care: a pilot project by RESISTIRÉ

	﻿Discussion
	﻿Ecosystems of care and their potential for improving wellbeing

	﻿Conclusions
	﻿Replicability
	﻿Strengths of Open Studios as tools for policymaking
	﻿Limitations

	﻿References


