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Abstract: When defining participation in urban renewal projects in a political sense, this concept 
implies the challenging of power relations in each of its dimensions while addressing the need for 
knowledge, action and consciousness. Knowledge is defined as a resource which affects observable 
decision making. Action looks at who is involved in the production of such knowledge in order to 
challenge and shape the political agenda. Consciousness is how the production of knowledge changes 
the awareness or worldview of those involved, thus shaping the psychological and conceptual 
boundaries of what is possible. This paper addresses these politics of participation via the use of 
gamification, and more particularly gamified participatory artefacts. We discuss how a ‘good’ 
participatory planning process implies rebalancing existing power relations via the redistribution 
of knowledge, consciousness and actions, and aims to operationalize this ambition through a game. We 
particularly focus on the urban renewal process of one particular case, namely the Vennestraat—
one of the main commercial streets of the city of Genk (BE) and present a three year participatory 
mapping process that made use of three gamified participatory artefacts (i.e., socio-economic 
network mapping, gathering mental images and scenario games). After uncovering the complex 
field of power relations in the entrepreneurial street, we analyze the different types of 
relations/groups that emerge from this participatory mapping process. The paper concludes with 
an analytical framework that employs gamified participatory artefacts in order to map and 
understand power relations and the mechanisms that frame them. 

Keywords: gamified participatory artefacts; scenario games; mental images; knowledge; action; 
consciousness  

 

1. Introduction  

According to Gaventa and Cornwall [1], a ‘good’ participatory planning process should (1) act 
as a platform for raising awareness on specific topics, knowledge redistribution on said topics and 
increasing consciousness among actors involved in urban renewal projects and should (2) argue 
extensively for the connection between knowledge and power and the maintenance of the strategic 
structural relationships between power and the knowledge monopolies. Gaventa and Cornwall [1] 
stress that the concepts of knowledge, action and consciousness are intertwined in any successful 
participatory process, which means successful from the perspective of politics. Knowledge is defined 
as a resource which affects observable decision making. Knowledge redistribution is then defined as the 
action of transferring this resource to all stakeholders involved in a participatory planning process. 
Action looks at who is involved in the production of such knowledge in order to challenge and shape 
the political agenda. Consciousness is how the production of knowledge changes the awareness or 
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worldview of those involved, thus shaping the psychological and conceptual boundaries of what is 
possible. 

Games are increasingly put forward as tools to support such ‘good’ participatory planning 
processes as they arouse interest, motivation, and engagement by connecting personal attributes with 
real-world scenarios making the voices of ‘others’ heard in the planning process [2]. City 
governments started adopting serious gaming—games designed for a primary purpose other than 
pure entertainment—as a strategy to increase the quality and functionality of participatory planning 
processes ever since the 1950s [3–5]. ‘Serious games will be considered a form of gamification because 
serious games are a specific sub-set of the meta-concept of gamification. Gamification encompasses 
the idea of adding game elements, game thinking, and game mechanics to learning content’ [6]. 
Games are a critical tool towards uplifting creativity and enhancing human potential as it is pegged 
on the principle of increasing humans’ engagement with various aspects of governance. Through 
devoted immersion, games provide individuals with required aspects of meeting objectives as set out 
in government goals and include their voice and everyday experiences of space in the planning 
discourse. According to the theoretical analysis in line with other related definitions, Harviainen and 
Hassan [2] describe games as environments that make appropriate use of motivational factors that 
often add value within the planning process. Kapp [6] refers to games as systems ‘in which players 
engage in an abstract challenge, defined by rules, interactivity, and feedback, that results in a 
quantifiable outcome often eliciting an emotional reaction’ while he considers that ‘gamification is 
using game-based mechanics, aesthetics, and game-thinking to engage people, motivate action, 
promote learning, and solve problems’. Complementary to games, planners have also been adopting 
elements of games within their participatory processes [7]. All these approaches together are referred 
to as the ‘gamification of civic participation’ [8] and these are supported by gamified participatory 
artefacts. Gamified participatory artefacts are tools that employ ludic activities, gaming elements 
and/or game like mechanics [7]. They range from full-fledged games to gamified participatory 
activities to playful experiences [6,8]. In what follows we differentiate the concepts of serious games 
and gamification following the rationale of the case study that reflects the difference between 
applying actual serious games in an urban project and applying gamification mechanics to motivate 
and solve problems.  

1.1. The Political Role of Gamified Participatory Processes  

There is a shared epistemological critique among researchers regarding how power is ingrained 
and enhanced in the dominant or the positivist knowledge system of production. Conventional 
methods of research (e.g., questionnaires and surveys) are bound to reinforce the passivity of the 
groups regarded as powerless. Conventional methods of study achieve the reinforcement of passivity 
by making them the objects of the other groups' inquiry rather than being the subjects of theirs [9]. 
Knowledge, action and consciousness are the main elements to define resources, people that might act 
once the resources are identified and how they understand the environment and available 
possibilities to shape the political. If that what is considered as legitimate—or valid, conforming to 
the law or to rules for the greater—is in the hands of the dominant groups, the knowledge that they 
have disqualifies the other forms of knowledge that may be in their community [9]. Our hypothesis 
is that gamified participatory artefacts can enable spatial planners to understand these imbalances, 
while at the same time grasp opportunities to shift them. Gamified participatory artefacts can pose a 
challenge to the enhanced power inequities and can change the relationship between knowledge and 
power within the different groups [10]. Individuals’ relationships with power and knowledge at the 
organizational level looks more in-depth at their interactions with their colleagues [11] and shapes a 
link that stresses how knowledge and power lead to or enhance one another in participatory planning 
processes [10]. Power is conceived as a connection of the domination, which signifies the importance 
of knowledge control and its production in the various aspects of life [12]. The dominant view of 
transformation in social elements has been characterized by the necessity of transitioning the 
structures deemed oppressive. The knowledge that appears to affect people's lives arises from a 
monopoly of the expert producers of knowledge. 
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The fun and psychological fulfilment individuals derive from gamified participatory artefacts 

stimulates civic engagement [2,6,8]. Even though a serious activity may demand significant 
involvement, the gaming aspect triggers positivity from an individual, thus realizing increased 
engagement that further leads to action. Heightened engagement remains the ultimate goal and a key 
objective of gamified artefacts within government institutions and the society as a whole. These 
artefacts are good tools to support action and stimulate consciousness as they are rule-based systems 
that support collective activities [3,6,8,13–15]. Game environments provide players with agency and 
act as knowledge transfer platforms [16–18]. Gamified participatory artefacts are a strategic tool for 
grasping dynamics between stakeholders involved in an urban renewal project as they can explore 
urban issues and can involve citizens. This translates into the potential of gamified participatory 
artefacts to incentivize for action and trigger consciousness about specific topics among participants. 
Equally, they can produce significant knowledge that can be transferred to other fields, which is one 
of the reasons the number of gamified artefacts addressing urban matters is continually growing 
[8,19].  

However, gamified participatory artefacts have not been always successful; they have been used 
and criticized as they failed to meet expectations. We argue that the failure of these artefacts is not so 
much linked to the tool itself but rather the result of a bad design of the participatory process within 
which the gamified artefact is used [20]. As we argued earlier, in a qualitative participatory process 
these artefacts need to act as a participatory media for interactive policymaking [8,21,22] to articulate 
and rearticulate power relations and empower participants to take part in the debate. By creating fun 
in subjects that are not intended for playing, they help individuals connect with their engagement in 
a participatory process in an emotional way. Gamified participatory artefacts can enable humans to 
interact with their participatory engagements loyally and playfully, thus fostering increased 
dedication and commitment. When used well in a participatory process, the use of these artefacts can 
bring about a sense of agency [23]. Equally, gamified artefacts can be applied in both policymaking 
contexts and civil society, engaging with a variety of stakeholders as rule-based systems where one 
aims at achieving a predefined goal [3,8,13–15]. Gamified artefacts are built as enabling collective 
activities that act as platforms for players to relate to one another, adding a layer of complexity by 
enhancing interpersonal relations between participants in a process [24], increasing the fun aspect 
[25] and contributing to learning [16–18]. 

We propose to develop a participatory process that relies on a diversity of artefacts, each with 
specific goals. Within the context of this paper, we gave form to an overall participatory process in 
which gamified artefacts played a role—a participatory mapping process guided by one overarching 
research question: ‘How can knowledge, action and consciousness around power relations in a given urban 
renewal process increase the success rate of a participatory process in achieving political goals?’ Concretely, 
we are interested in ‘What are the conditions for gamified participatory artefacts to act as enablers for 
interactive knowledge productive environments to uncover power relations?’ and How can gamified 
participatory artefacts be used to allow debate on a clear agenda?  

We explore possible answers to these questions by focusing on a case study, namely a ten-year 
urban renewal process meant to reinvent a social space: a retail street. We started a participatory 
mapping process to understand the urban renewal strategy and the role of the diversity of actors 
within it. The paper mainly aims to open a discussion on the politics of participation via the use of 
gamified participatory artefacts.  

In the first section we discuss how a ‘good’ participatory planning suggests rebalancing existing 
power relations implying the redistribution of knowledge, consciousness and actions, which are quite 
abstract terms for spatial professionals to grasp. In section two, we continue by operationalizing these 
concepts through a participatory mapping process. We do so by focusing on the case of Vennestraat—
one of the main commercial streets of Genk (BE). We then continue by introducing the participatory 
mapping process we undertook. In an attempt to bring in new voices in the participation process of 
the renewal urban process of the street, we tested the capacity of three gamified participatory 
artefacts (i.e., socio-economic network, mapping, gathering mental images and scenario games). In 
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the third section, after uncovering the, complex field of power relations in the commercial street, we 
analyze the different types of relations/groups that emerge. We conclude with an analytical 
framework that employs gamified artefacts and serves to map and understand power relations.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Participatory Mapping via Gamified Participatory Artefacts Versus Knowledge, Action, and 
Consciousness 

Chambers [26] has argued for the usefulness of the participatory processes as an essential 
method for illuminating the realities of the ‘others’ as a basis for developing solutions against poverty 
and decision making. Participatory researchers have talked continuously about the large numbers of 
case studies that illustrate the importance of having new members in the decision-making panels and 
the research processes since they bring about new insights, concepts, and ideas that enrich the 
decision-making process and overcome the setbacks in society [26]. The arguments tabled by 
participatory researcher governments, and development experts have gone an extra mile to recognize 
the voices of ‘others’, which has popularized the democratic approaches with an eye on the reduction 
of poverty and other problems in the community [27]. The participation of ‘others’ in decision-
making has also spanned the decisions affecting their livelihoods and environments.  

Problem space and solution space, together with the large number of stakeholders involved, 
may burden the design process of urban renewal projects at urban scales. People in a given society, 
already affected by urban renewal projects, should take part in the decision-making process that 
addresses the democratization and the recovery of the experts' power [28]. In other words, the 
community as a whole (i.e., citizens, institutions, organizations) is involved, meaning that planning 
and designing become more and more complex and require more work on the ground. It thus 
becomes more difficult to scale solutions or develop theories and models. Many of the created 
solutions will only work in particular contexts and cannot be generalized. More valuable design 
insights could be achieved through methods for exploring complex situations and making them 
visible, sharable and debatable. Communication between designers and stakeholders via engaging 
gamified participatory methods that work as catalysts in bringing them together results in a better 
understanding of pressing urban issues. Participatory processes are an alternative form of knowledge 
exchange, nonetheless, to fulfil its liberating potential, participation has to address more than just one 
aspect of power which encourages mobilization and action over a long time to reinforce the 
alternative types of knowledge produced [29]. Actors’ access to knowledge and participation in the 
production of knowledge, enables them to affect the social boundaries that in turn will allow them to 
conceptualize the various possibilities in their environment [30,31]. Control over other peoples’ 
knowledge production is the first step towards the severe limitation of their possibilities, which can 
either be imagined by human beings or acted upon in line with the situation at hand. Participation 
implies challenging power relations in each of its dimensions by addressing the need for knowledge, 
action and consciousness [32]. Knowledge is defined as a resource which affects observable decision 
making. Action is concerned with who is involved in the production of such knowledge in order to 
challenge and shape the political agenda. Consciousness relates to how the production of knowledge 
changes the awareness or worldview of those involved, thus shaping the psychological and 
conceptual boundaries of what is possible [1]. 

In what follows we discuss how participatory mapping that engages gamified participatory 
artefacts can help uncover the role of these three concepts in a participatory process.  

2.2. Knowledge 

Indisputably, one of the most crucial contributions of participatory processes to social change 
and empowerment is in the knowledge dimension. More writers have backed up the argument by 
adopting a more democratic and open process where the new categories of knowledge based on the 
local realities are accentuated. Knowledge is constructed and embedded socially. From that 
perspective, knowledge is defined as a resource, which alters the visible power or observable 
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decision-making. As such, the participatory mapping process we propose aims to uncover latent 
information and reveal ‘new’ knowledge by portraying existing dynamics in a given context. With 
this exercise, we raise the question of:  

• when is knowledge made visible and how can it be redistributed?  

2.3. Action 

Action focuses on the problem-solving process before progressing to the review of the 
knowledge that is generated from the process. The emphasis of the process of problem-solving lies 
in the discovery of knowledge that leads to the improvement of the situation rather than that, which 
contributes to the gaining and retention of knowledge without utilizing it [33]. As the main aim of 
obtaining knowledge is to utilize it to address particular societal problems, the action is also taken to 
change the circumstances. Action is defined as the consideration of the individuals involved in the 
production of knowledge to challenge and shape political power. In this case, the action is recognized 
as the hidden power [34] that we aim to uncover via a participatory mapping process guided by two 
research questions: 

• how can gamified participatory artefacts make power relations visible?  
• how can gamified participatory artefacts involve the voices of ‘others’ in the participatory 

process?  

2.4. Consciousness 

Consciousness is explained as the force that focuses on the production of knowledge to change 
the worldview awareness and the people involved and thus to shape the conceptual and 
psychological limits of the possibilities in the world [34]. Consciousness is suggested to be the 
invisible power that the participatory mapping process we propose will bring to fore by indexing 
images people have about certain places/topics. This process makes room for reflection on existing 
power relations in a given project, thus allowing for new proposals. In this case, the participatory 
mapping process is guided by the following question:  

• when are power relations challenged?  

3. Case Study  

We explore the potential of gamified participatory artefacts in uncovering power relations with 
the help of a case study. The case study is an urban renewal project, namely the reconversion of a 
commercial street, the Vennestraat, located in the city of Genk (BE). In order to understand the 
dynamics of the urban renewal process of Vennestraats’ refurbishment, we first analyze available 
planning and policy documents, minutes of meetings and reports of events on the history of power 
relations within the street (e.g., Rapport Rasterstad Genk, Global Visie stad Genk, G360 report). On 
the basis of this review we formulate a series of hypotheses that we later check by conducting a 
participatory mapping process in Vennestraat relying on three types of gamified artefacts as enabling 
tools: (1) a tool to visualize the socio-economic networks of proprietors from the street, (2) mental 
images and (3) games. 

3.1. Genk: a City in Transition  

Genk has an industrial historical background, strongly related to the Walloon mining towns in 
the Sambre-Meuse valley. The city is in full transition. For years characterized by the coal mines, later 
on, strongly leaning on a rather traditional automotive industry (e.g., Ford and its network of 
suppliers), Genk is currently realizing an impressive transformation towards a creative knowledge 
economy. This change is the result of a policy that has been consistently developed over the past ten 
years based on one clear long-term vision—strengthen local communities via the creation of jobs. On 
the basis of a thorough analysis, several ‘clusters’ were defined around which the city develops its 
economic policy: (1) the gaming sector, with some companies focusing primarily on ‘serious games’ 
(computer games with an emphasis on communication and education), (2) the energy sector and (3) 
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the health economy sector. Each of the above spearheads receives its physical translation in Genk 
through thorough infrastructure projects on and around the old mining sites of Winterslag (e.g., C-
Mine) and Waterschei (e.g., Energyville). C-mine is a cultural hub that functions in the buildings of 
the former mining cluster. Interestingly, the intended dynamics and the action radius extend beyond 
this place in itself. The urban projects in Genk can mainly be characterized as the rectification or 
designation of remnants from earlier developments (i.e., the disused mining sites), backdrops for an 
ambitious conversion or redevelopment project. The C-Mine reconversion project is praised 
nationally as a real quality leverage project that gives Genk a new look and points the way to new 
development steps. Together with a thorough refurbishment of the city center, the lack of an 
attractive historic-economic city center, these projects are having a substantial impact on the general 
view and the experience of the ‘urbanity’ of Genk. As a catalyst for this economic transformation, the 
city authorities are aiming for a secure future-targeted basis, which should lead to sustainable growth 
and job creation, for both high and low skilled people. Genk is one of the pioneers in Flanders when 
it comes to planning and implementing strategic urban projects. This has been a learning process for 
the city that has certainly not always gone smoothly, but the results can be seen and it is expected 
that important steps will be taken in the near future. One such example is the G360 project: a civic 
brainstorming event organized by the city of Genk a few months after the 2012 municipal elections. 
The aim was to allow residents to directly formulate their opinion and ideas about the future vision 
for Genk. Almost 500 participants gave more than 2000 ideas within eight predefined themes, which 
were incorporated in a clear report. This report helped form the basis for the multi-year policy plan 
that the new city council presented at the end of 2013. But more than just a way to ask citizens about 
their policy priorities, the G360 is an example of innovative citizen participation that also stimulated 
political involvement and highlighted Genk as a successful society lab of very different population 
groups. Genk's multiculturalism is an asset; from its 65,000 inhabitants, 48% are of non-Belgian 
origins—15.7% Turkish, 14.6% Italians, 5.4% East-Europeans, 5.3% Moroccans. In addition, within 
the migrant community, there is a strong entrepreneurship and economic dynamism concentrated in 
one of the commercial streets of the city—the Vennestraat street.  

The Vennestraat is a segment in the network of local stone roads that can best be described as a 
real center street with a lively and diverse program and an adapted section (Figure 1) and offers a 
pleasant space for cyclists and pedestrians. However, such streets remain an exception within Genk. 
It is an alternative center for the residential areas around it and one of the poles of the city (Figure 2). 
Figure 2 shows the main destinations in Genk by program. With the C-mine opening in the vicinity, 
Vennestraat too experienced a shift and makeover not only in the urban refurbishment policy but the 
economic one as well. The street became more visible due to the increased traffic to and from C-mine 
and the administration body soon realized the two (C-mine and Vennestraat) would function better 
together, as a whole as opposed to as two different entities (a cultural hub and commercial street). 
The street became an interesting site for researchers working closely with the city of Genk to find the 
best scenario for Vennestraats’ development. Vennestraat offers a particular contextual lens as it is a 
street situated close to the city center (10 minutes away) and its space is of everyday inhabitation 
rather than of symbolic occupation.  
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Figure 1. Position of the Vennestraat street (in red) in the city Genk. Source: Rapport Rasterstad Genk, 
BUUR, 2014. 
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Figure 2. Vennestraat street and the city landmarks. Source: Rapport Rasterstad Genk, BUUR, 2014. 

3.2. The Urban Renewal Process of Vennestraat  

Vennestraat hosts 76 dwellings, among them, the old cinema building (now abandoned), two 
supermarkets, a tattoo studio, an art gallery and 68 retail shops. The street is famous for its HoReCa 
segment that offers a varied pallet of products (e.g., from Turkish, traditional Italian ones, to 
handmade art deco jewelry). With the purpose of mapping Vennestraats’ urban renewal process we 
analyzed a series of public reports and urban development plans issued by the municipality, the 
streets’ development strategy and steps taken by the administration. Accordingly, we conducted five 
in-depth interviews with city officials responsible with the process for the past ten years and more 
than twenty in-depth interviews with citizens living in the area that witnessed the progressive 
changes. We did so in order to enlarge the spectrum and understand how this process was perceived 
from different angles, by different actors involved. The analysis revealed that trade, hospitality and 
tourism are an important employment engine that ensures an urban experience in Genk. The 
administration took the initiative for the (re)development of shopping and catering areas. As stated 
above, the city has no historic city center and therefore misses catering in the center. The city 
government is changing this through subsidies and pays attention to the various urban trade centers, 
which are complementary to the abovementioned clusters. Since the arrival of C-mine (i.e., the 
cultural hub housed in the former mining buildings), the Vennestraat has been re-branded as the 
‘street of the senses’ [35]. It is mainly immigrant entrepreneurs who have opened businesses here. 
Some of the shops have existed there since the mines, passed on from one generation to another. 
Based on the streets’ history, the municipality uses ‘multiculinarity’ in trade and hospitality as an 
asset using, among other things, a ‘max of the mix’ marketing strategy [35].  

Over the past decade, the municipality has consciously played an active managerial role as an 
engine for the economic development of the street. Vennestraat is a 3.5km long street with a compact 
commercial segment. This commercial part of the street, located in the vicinity of the cultural hub, 
makes the subject of this research. During the heavy mining period, Vennestraat was known for its 
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shops. Back then, shops on the street addressed mainly the workers from the mines and started 
appearing close to the main buildings and extraction site, what is now known as C-mine. They were 
small family businesses (e.g., shoe repairing services, small butchery, carpentry). The majority of 
entrepreneurs on Vennestraat were of Turkish origin. The street was perceived as a dirty place, unsafe 
and hectic due to its connection to the mine [35]. Soon after the mine closed, the image of the street 
started to change as the city invested a lot in its refurbishment and in strategies to shift peoples’ 
perceptions about it. The municipality created the neighborhood management department [36]. A 
neighborhood manager was appointed to each neighborhood and had a mediating role. This system 
still functions; the neighborhood manager is responsible for reporting to the administrative body the 
problems identified in the area, peoples’ needs and objections and informing the community about 
eventual future projects or developments the city has planned in their vicinity that might affect them. 
Vennestraat has a street manager that has the ‘sole’ responsibility to improve the streets’ image. The 
city made a development plan, an economic strategy on how to transform Vennestraat from a 
dangerous place to a ‘multi-cultural cuisine hub’. The strategy started taking form at the same time 
Ford was announcing the intention to close the car factory (around 2003), an intention that was acted 
upon in 2014. Ford opened the factory little after the mines closed and, for over fifteen years, it was 
the primary employer in Genk, providing over 20,000 jobs. After it closed, in 2014, Genk faced a major 
unemployment crisis. This economic change was a turning point for the administration, shifting from 
an entrepreneurial urbanism approach to one of ‘supporting local production’. As such, in 2010, Genk 
began the urban renewal process intending to create a brand for Vennestraat.  

3.3. Urban Space 

The first intervention on the street was to change the pavement, enlarge the sidewalks and 
change the parking policy (from perpendicular parking to parallel, limiting as such the number of 
parking spots). The long-term goal was to restrict car access as much as possible and allow more 
space for terraces and outside sitting/resting places. This decision was taken by the administrative 
body with no prior public consultation, following international trends of high streets refurbishments. 
Demand for renting empty shops on the street started to arise mainly from the Italian community 
bringing about change with their variety of food-related businesses from shops to restaurants. The 
municipality saw it as an opportunity to build upon and set into place the idea of Vennestraat, ‘the 
street of senses’.  

3.4. Subsidies 

As such, any entrepreneur that would want to open a food-related shop was welcome to do so 
in Vennestraat. The city of Genk set in motion a subsidy strategy [36]: proprietors seeking to open a 
shop were supported to turn towards Vennestraat, as the renting prices were lower and the 
municipality would give a starting subsidy for those who would revive one of the empty shops. 
Gradually, businesses run by other minorities started appearing, and the street became a hub of 
international cuisine (e.g., Turks, Moroccans, Italians, Polish, Greeks, Belgians). The diversity of 
cultures was present not only through the different products that one could find on the street but in 
the way shop owners presented and ran their shops. Clashes started appearing fueled by the different 
backgrounds of the proprietors, including cultural and religious beliefs [36]. The administration had 
a clear idea of how to address these tensions and how the street should look in order to make it thrive 
as a space of economic production, leisure, cultural mixing and cohabitation.  

3.5. Markets and Festivals 

The city hall, through the street manager, started organizing events to bring people together and 
strengthen the community by offering a platform where different cultures could cohabit. Sunday 
markets started to be organized by the city as a third intervention of the urban renewal process, 
closing the street for cars. Music and food festivals came next as a medium of advertising and ‘getting 
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to know your neighbor’ proprietor (during these events, each shop owner can participate and sell 
products/food from his/her shop).  

3.6. Call for Projects 

Consequently, the municipality put out a call for projects seeking a team of architects that would 
design a layout for the street (e.g., window fronts, menus, shop signs, etc.). The intention was to have 
a homogenous image for all shops [35]. Ten teams applied for the call for projects and one was 
selected by the committee composed of members from the economic department, urban development 
department and the street manager. The winning team would later design a manual of ‘good 
practices’, a ‘how-to’ improve the image of your shop handbook together with city officials [36]. 
Proprietors were presented with the ideas and again, subsidies were offered if they decided to make 
changes according to the ‘manual’. The administration went a step further and made it a policy: one 
can only make specific changes that impact the outside space in front of his/her shop and/or the 
building if discussed with the street manager and approved by the municipality [36]. The street 
manager helped proprietors to organize in an association to better relate to the administrative body. 
The association is run by five proprietors and has around 45 members from a total of 76 shops [36]. 
All dialogues are between the street manager and the five representatives which later inform the rest 
of the shop owners on the events and decisions to be taken. They meet once a month and discuss 
different topics; however, the final decision is made by the city administration. Besides the obvious 
benefits, the association gave a voice to a handful of proprietors that would come to relay the image 
given by the street manager to the rest of the shop owners. 

3.7. The Outcome 

As a result of this process, the street became a hot spot of the city and renting prices went through 
the roof. Small proprietors that were the driving force of trade on Vennestraat at the beginning were 
now pushed out to the poorer parts of the city making room for a strong gentrification process [35]. 
As ‘cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only because, and only when, 
they are created by everyone’ [37], we stress the importance of including all voices in urban renewal 
processes. Given the intrinsic relation between spatial and economic developments and their impact 
on social life, refurbishing a street such as the Vennestraat in Genk (BE) requires a multi-actor 
perspective that also takes into account the marginalized voices of the community, crucial in making 
a change towards more sustainable development. As such, we mapped the power relations in the 
street in order to understand the potential of reinforcing this multi-actor perspective. We did so by 
organizing a participatory mapping process relying on a tool to map socio-economic networks, 
mental maps and scenario games.  

4. Methodology 

4.1. A Participatory Mapping Process  

The review of policy documents suggests that the urban renewal project introduced a series of 
shifts in power relations. In order to act upon these shifts, we started a participatory mapping process 
during which we invited the proprietors from Vennestraat street to collectively try to map and 
understand the current social and economic dynamics in the street. In order to support this mapping 
process, we developed a series of gamified participatory artefacts: a socio-economic network tool, 
mental images and two scenario games (Figure 3). 

Before starting with the participatory mapping activity, a long period of building trust with shop 
owners was necessary (six months); due to the extensive research projects conducted on Vennestraat, 
shop owners were reluctant to engage and invest time in new activities that could not guarantee an 
immediate gain. During the first two years of research, the period when we were maintaining an 
active dialogue with proprietors, they started opening up about different problems, needs and 
frustrations they were encountering regarding the refurbishment of the street. Trust was building up 
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slowly and they were identifying with our research. As the relation became stronger, shop owners 
started to allocate time for testing out the first game artefact we were proposing, namely the socio-
economic network mapping tool. We adapted this tool after the tool John Fass [38] used in his 
Everybody needs Somebody project.  

 
Figure 3. Participatory mapping process methodology. 

Different types of knowledge came to the fore (e.g., knowledge about the different local / 
international networks, economic aspects, social dynamics). Based on these initial findings we did a 
second iteration, this time enlarging the target group to not only proprietors but passers-
by/’consumers’ of the street as well. In this iteration we introduced a second gamified artefact, namely 
mapping mental images. Gathering more than a hundred and fifty mental images from both groups 
uncovered the particularities of the dynamics on the street and the participatory process conducted 
so far became evident. A clear division between the economic part (the segment of the street closer to 
the C-mine) and the south part of the street, underlined the marginalized groups of proprietors. 
Equally, tensions among proprietors’ sub clusters from the economic part were revealed. In order to 
further explore and address these tensions and the challenge to introduce all voices in the process of 
refurbishing Vennestraat, we proposed scenario games to act as a platform for collective reflection 
over priorities on the street. The methodology was received with enthusiasm at first by most of the 
shop owners. However, at this time we had to pause the research. Due to external factors, the research 
was put on hold for nine months after the socio-economic network mapping exercise and mental 
images gathering, before employing games. Prior to this break, we were constantly present in the 
street, nourishing the interaction with proprietors and maintaining the dialogue. When resuming, 
after an absence of nine months, we found a very distant public, quite negative and pragmatic. The 
power relations that had slightly opened prior to the ‘break’, had closed. Proprietors were more 
distant this time around. We observed an interest in trying the games from the shops association 
members and the street manager but we could not fully re-establish the connection with all 
entrepreneurs we were in contact with at the beginning of the process. As we were constrained to 
leave the participatory process abruptly, there was no continuation of using the tools nor any 
feedback to keep proprietors engaged.  

In what follows we will first describe the artefacts and then discuss how they had impact on the 
participatory process focusing on the concepts of knowledge, consciousness and action. We do so by 
addressing, in each case, the questions defined in chapter 2. 

4.1.1. Socio-economic Network Mapping 

The first gamified artefact used was strategic and focused on addressing proprietors in their 
expert roles. In order to uncover the complex field of power relations in this entrepreneurial street 
we started by mapping the existing dynamics between shops. Relational maps have been used since 
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the seventies in order to capture the diversity of links [39,40]. We were interested to reveal social and 
economic networks in order to get a grasp on the existing latent knowledge. Equally, we aimed at 
debating the concept of consciousness about this knowledge among shop owners in the 
refurbishment process of the Vennestraat street. As John Fass [38] did in his Everybody Needs Somebody 
project, we used an A3 foam board, pins and rubbers of different colors and asked participants to 
trace their shops’ network. The pins were divided into different categories: blue was used to represent 
employees, white for human customers, for nonhuman customers—other shops—we used pink pins 
and green ones to represent providers. Red pins were used to position the shop for which the network 
was portrayed. The rubber bands marked the connections between the different actors involved in 
one specific network (Figure 4). 

 
Figure 4. Mapping socio-economic networks. 

4.1.2. Knowledge 

Over three months, together with shop owners, we mapped the network of 58 shops. This 
strategic tool was used in one-on-one sessions where the researcher took on a passive role in assisting 
participants to visualize existing dynamics under the form of physical links. We opted for everyday 
materials in order to make the process accessible to all, as well as to establish new and creative 
methods of social networking examination [41]. The way proprietors choose to display their networks 
varies from shop to shop and outlines various types of relations and groups functioning on the street. 
Different types of knowledge ranging from economic to social networks came to the fore as well as 
the way this knowledge is distributed, and within which network. We uncovered that the 
administrative structure of work on Vennestraat is spread out to include individual business units 
and more managers in the decision-making process. This model differs from the centralized one that 
keeps decision-making firmly at the top of the hierarchy , such as in the mines (until the late eighties) 
and in the Ford Factory (until 2014).  

Two types of economic flows were portrayed by shop owners: a very local and an international 
one. The local flow refers to small businesses on the street that rely on the products of a more 
established and/or larger shop to function (e.g., a bar that offers croissants from the bakery next door 
along with its coffee). Being a multi-ethnic entrepreneurial street, most of the shops are family 
businesses that sell specific traditional products which they import from their home countries. As 
such, their network spans from Belgium to Turkey, Italy, Morocco, Poland or Serbia. Local or 
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international, the links uncover a clear spatial segregation phenomenon: the street is divided in two—
(1) the commercial part (the segment closer to C-mine)—and (2) the rest of the street (shops further 
away from C-mine). Shops from the commercial part function in an almost symbiotic way while the 
others are self-standing and do not necessarily interact with or depend on other proprietors.  

In a social dimension, most of the shops are run by and employ members of the same family. 
Facing the different economic shifts, shops owned by proprietors with the same cultural background 
formed strong associations throughout the years. This creates a clear differentiation among ethnic 
groups on the street leading to minor tensions and cultural clashes. Intrinsically, some groups became 
more visible thus gaining leverage in the dialogue with city officials and being able to impose a 
certain dynamic on the street (e.g., what types of activities should be organized on the street, where 
to place certain street furniture, etc.). Moreover, the specificity of the products placed Vennestraat on 
the larger map of the region; people traveled long distances to shop there attracted by the variety of 
the offer. The mapping exercise revealed that, when various activities are organized (e.g., Sunday 
market, food festival), the street is even attracting customers from abroad. Most of the times, these 
‘internationals’ are linked with local customers that came to know and appreciate the diversity and 
mix of cultures on the street. 

As such, knowledge becomes a resource which affects observable decision making. This 
knowledge is now trapped in a series of autonomous networks, which are oftentimes international and 
there is little to no exchange between these networks. To refer back to the operational question 
defined in chapter 2, knowledge could be redistributed when there is a constant exchange between 
the links of different networks. In order for this exchange to happen, knowledge must first be mapped 
and identified.  

4.1.3. Action  

The playful nature of the tool allowed participants to experiment and represent notions—such 
as economic links, social relations—that prior to the exercise were thought of only theoretically and 
kept them engaged throughout the whole process. The physical objects allowed them to transform a 
mental construction into a detailed externalization. This type of action uncovers who is involved in 
the production of local embedded knowledge and raises questions related to the exclusiveness of 
such networks shedding light on new modes of networking. The exercise equally makes room to 
challenge the political discourse/agenda when it comes to smaller proprietors without a strong 
network and their chances of survival in the street.  

4.1.4. Consciousness  

The tacit knowledge and shared learning that is embedded in local networks is key to trace and 
understand urban ecosystems [42,43] and gain industry ‘know-how’ [44]. Uncovering this knowledge 
requires a process of reflection among the proprietors involved in the exercise. After conducting the 
individual socio-network mapping sessions, a second session was organized, a group session, where 
participants discussed about how the physical nature of the exercise influenced their work network 
topology anticipation and allowed them to visualize, reflect on and understand the different 
dynamics they are part of [41]. This type of reflection has the potential to shape psychological and 
conceptual boundaries of what is possible and thus, challenge the existing power relations. 
Consciousness (i.e., the learning) could have been increased if we would have organized group 
mapping sessions. This would have allowed for a collective reflection exercise as opposed to an 
individual one, followed by a group discussion at a later stage, as in our case. This would have 
boosted learning on both sides (the researchers as well as proprietors) and therefore, could have led 
to a greater change to challenge the existing power relations of the context. 

4.2. Mental images 

After mapping the socio-economic networks of the shops, we introduced a new artefact in the 
participatory process—mental images. We chose to introduce this new tool in order to uncover 
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knowledge about the street dynamics from a different perspective (the perspective of passers-by) and 
trigger consciousness over the segregation phenomenon present in the street among proprietors. The 
definition of a mental images is that it “[…] is a unique, personal and selective representation of 
reality” [45]. This emphasizes the power of the mind as it pertains to the formation of a perception 
about something. Mental images are purposed to project an individual’s understanding or 
interpretation of the significance of a target urban space. Therefore, it is justifiable to argue that the 
manner in which a particular urban area is perceived is based on an individual’s experience. Mental 
images explore further the foundation of one’s perception of urban space, that is, whether it is a true 
or genuine representation of the area’s social, political, geographic, and aesthetic effect. By using this 
tool, we engaged participants in an introspective action in order to enable them to frame personal 
experiences. We do so in order to identify less visible power relations and get an insight into the 
moments that might have influenced their appearance. As with the socio-economic networks 
mapping, we used a gamified method. We gave each participant a cardboard contour through which 
he/she could look at the places they were talking about and ‘frame’ them as a mental image (Figure 
5). The discussion was structured around six main guiding questions: (1) How would you describe 
the street to someone who doesn’t know it ? what are the key characteristics ?, (2) What is the story 
of the street: has anything changed in time? (do you remember stories/events, anecdotes about the 
street ?), (3) Which are the most important shops (on the street) for you, in your eyes and why?, (4) 
What do you like? What do you dislike about the street? and (5) What would you like to see happen 
in the future?  

 

 
Figure 5. Capturing mental images. 

4.2.1. Knowledge 

Over four months we collected mental images from both proprietors and passers-by. Most of the 
passers-by that were interviewed referred back to the times when the mine was still active and the 
street was perceived as a dirty and dangerous place. The most iconic building on the street, that 
brings about a sort of nostalgia over that period, is the Cinema that stands abandoned. In the same 
line of thought, people relate to the C-mine, a standing ovation to the past. Although apparently very 
important for the dynamics of the street, C-mine is seen separate from it, both spatially and 
functionally. Passers-by identified the spirit of the Vennestraat street with particular shops that were 
on the street from ‘the beginning of times’ (e.g., the butcher shop, the bakery, the shoe repairing 
shop). The mental images people portrayed bring to the fore shops that act as mini centers of 
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influence, attractors on the street. Here too, as with the case of the participatory method used 
previously, we observe a clear separation between the ‘commercial part’ of Vennestraat and the south 
part of the street, the part farther away from C-mine (Figure 6 and Figure 7).  

 
When asked to frame their mental images of the street, some shop owners mentioned C-mine, 

however, most of the proprietors related to other shops on the street. These shops are already 
functioning in a type of partnership. As with the mental images of passers-by, the oldest shops on 
the street were referred back to by proprietors. Shop owners from the south part of the street framed 
C-mine and the Cinema as the main mental image they have with little to no link to the shops from 
the ‘commercial’ side. In both interviewee categories—passers-by and proprietors—we had 
respondents that changed their mental image during the conversation. They would then justify the 
shift based on additional information they had from third parties (e.g., street manager, internet, 
media) and had somehow overlooked or did not think about when initially framing the mental image.  

 
Figure 6. Intensity points on the street. 
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Figure 7. Business influence/affluence: representative shops. 

In the case of Vennestraat, the image or reputation of the urban space is best defined through 
direct experiences which are quintessential in the development of an impartial evaluation of the 
streets’ urban area. The mental images disclosed knowledge related to iconic buildings on the street 
(e.g., the Cinema, Vincent the butcher shop, C-mine), buildings that have an architectural and 
emotional value to the community (both proprietors’ community as well as people visiting the street). 
Complementary, knowledge related to dynamics between entrepreneurs reveals micro clusters 
among shop owners, clusters that go beyond the economic activity mapped during the first exercise 
of the participatory process. Through mapping mental images, we acquire insight in terms of 
identifying the more collective carriers of urban identity alongside the general functioning of the 
street for particular groups. The functioning of the street is limited in that it applies for those 
proprietors who have similar characteristics. For instance, an areas’ representation of a groups’ 
identity is relative to their collective understanding of the carriers of the foresaid aspect. Therefore, 
while proprietors construct their own images based on their experiences, mapping these mental 
images allows for identification of points of convergence and divergence in entrepreneurs’ 
expectations. Mental images are, in themselves, a selective instrument in that they seek to single out 
urban elements that play an important role in revealing the power relations that shape a participatory 
process.  

4.2.2. Action 

For this exercise we reached out to both proprietors and passers-by (people that use the street). 
We asked participants to portray the most treasured memories they have about Vennestraat, iconic 
moments and/or places on the street, and reasons they have to return over and over again to this 
space. With this tool, we took the role of observers carefully documenting the different conversations. 
Participants explored the possibility of articulating thoughts and lived experiences in an expressive 
language. The tool is tangible and creates a feeling of hands on activity making participants more 
relaxed during the dialogue. Both groups, entrepreneurs and passers-by, were triggered by the 
exercise to reflect on the potential of these images in uplifting the image of the street. 
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4.2.3. Consciousness 

Every individual stores a different environmental experience in a personal, unique mental image 
[45]. Thus, there is need to acknowledge that a mental image “[…] not only consists of direct 
experiences by personal use, but also aspects of personal appreciation and personal values” [45]. In 
this regard, the interaction with urban space is contingent on the quality of one’s experience as it 
aligns with present expectations. In so far as the perception of Vennestraat is concerned, the 
complexity of mental images is yet another key insight. The selective representation of proprietors 
predicates the implied meaning and significance of this street. The role that direct and indirect 
experiences played in helping individuals form an image of the Vennestraat demonstrates that 
valuation is largely volatile. Therefore, personal values and experiences transcend the implied or 
intended effect of this space. Individuals’ experiences might bring about an effect different from that 
anticipated. Hence, via the use of mental images, the effect of variations in the understandings of 
proprietors and passers-by and the recognition of ‘carriers’ of identity, psychological boundaries, 
alongside other typical characteristics of the street are made visible.  

4.3. Scenario Games  

Understanding power relations in the Vennestraat street was a three-year-long process. After 
experimenting with socio-economic network mapping and mental images as artefacts that engage in 
a participatory way with proprietors, we added a new tool. In order to dive deeper into the existing 
power relations, we turned to scenario games in our quest to increase the quality of a participatory 
process. We introduced two games (i.e., Floating City and City Makers) that were developed after a 
set of goals that emerged from the two previous exercises we conducted on the street to help players 
develop scenarios for projects. Floating City is a game-based brainstorming, discussion and problem-
solving activity for small groups. It aims to foster positive thinking, the commonality between 
participants and provide a motivating structure for discussions that involves all participants. The 
game is a digital one. Such games are routinely used to help groups quickly identify significant 
problems with a product or service without getting too caught up with the negativity typically 
associated with voicing complaints. City Makers motivates participants to reflect on real life projects 
and understand the steps needed to carry them to completion. For a participatory process, these types 
of games foster interpersonal communication and knowledge dissemination about projects proposed 
for the street. Proprietors can better understand the opportunities available to get involved in the 
refurbishment process of Vennestraat and to develop knowledge of the existing decision-making 
factors. While in Floating City, a specific topic serves as a focus for collective reflection activities, City 
Makers take it a step further and provide insights on how one can make it possible (Table 1).  

 
Over four months, we tested Floating City three times and City Makers twice. The playtests for 

City Makers revolved around how to translate ideas from Floating City, the games’ mechanics and 
narrative while testing Floating city was about introducing the game format and understanding 
proprietors’ imminent needs. Concerns about the lengthy process of the game were underlined; 
participants were reserved regarding the timeframe of the workshop. All playtests were organized 
with the help of the street manager. Except one play session, both games were tested with both shop 
owners association and administration representatives (the street manager). The one group-specific 
workshop was organized with four association members that tested City Makers. The overall 
dynamic of the group was shadowed by questions related to the purpose of using such tool when ‘the 
municipality already has a good system in place that helps everyone with their business’ (Dirk, shops association 
president). Even though the workshop was conducted only with proprietors, David (the street 
manager) helped us set it up. Participants made it clear they are taking part in the activity only 
because David asked them to. They showed little to no interest in the game and no conclusive 
outcome related to the prototype itself and how it could be adapted to meet their needs (apparently 
non-existent) was made. 
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Table 1. Floating city and city makers—design goals. 

 
 Floating City  City Makers 

 
 

Design goals 

What collective project do we 
want? What do we want to do 

together? 
• generating ideas 
• explaining values 

What do we need to implement this collective project? 
• balancing individual and collective goals 

• networking 

Type of 
game video game card-based game 

Who is the 
game for? 

Mixed groups and/or specific 
groups  

Age: 16 - 60+ 
Education: mixed groups 

and/or specific groups (low 
educated – higher education)  

Gaming experience: low to none 

Mixed groups and/or specific groups  
Age: 16 - 60+ 

Education: mixed groups and/or specific groups 
(low educated – higher education)  

Gaming experience: low to none 

Input Player brainstorms Floating City 

 
 
 

Narrative 

• foster positive thinking, 
commonality between 

participants 
• provides a motivating 

structure for discussions that 
involves all participants in 
expressing shared values 

• define the steps that you need to implement 
the action 

• define your own project 
• define for yourself which achievements you 

need to succeed in this project 

 
 
 
 
 

Expected 
dynamics 

• participants interact, 
define common values 

• discuss issues, compare 
differences in perspectives 
• upon issues, react to 
behaviour that does not 

comply with their norms or 
values 

• participants collaborate over particular 
assignments, sabotaging common ‘enemy’, to 

change perspectives (e.g., no longer see 
something as a problem but as a challenge) 

• participants evaluate one’s action’s, role, 
assess progress 

 
Expected 

experiences 

• collective reflection 
• collective efficacy  

• increased trust 
• informing 

• collective learning 

Mechanics collaboration • collaboration 
• competition 

Output 

What are (collective) ambitions?  
• shared norms 

• shared success criteria 
• a collective project 

(program) 

What are the chosen projects to reach the (collective) 
ambitions / to address a common challenge?  

• alliances of players, linked to the 
projects/resources 

• strategies/steps/actors required to 
implement the given project 

• proposals for (extra) actors, individual 
projects and collective projects  

 
 
 

Debriefing 

• summary and comments 
from people on the different 

ideas 
• informing on what 

happens with the collection 
next (follow up) 

ask players to reflect on alternative projects 
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Setting of 
the game 

living lab setting, workshops 
long participatory processes 

living lab setting, workshops 
long participatory processes 

Expected 
duration 

of the game 

 
1h – 1h30' 

 
30’ – 40’  

4.3.1. Knowledge  

The process of knowledge production by itself, and especially when there is involvement of 
people in a gathering, becomes a form of mobilization [46]. The mobilization leads to the 
development of new solutions and actions that are identified, tested, and retested to evaluate their 
significance in solving particular pitfalls that entrepreneurs experience in their day-to-day lives. 
Knowledge has to be embedded in the cycles involving action-reflection-action over some time [46]. 
Both games nurture the stated process (see Table 1), the nature of action can be made deeper and thus 
moves from practicality in problem-solving to more of a social transformation. The nature of the 
games allow shop owners to construct their own scenarios and get insight on proposed projects, the 
necessary steps needed to implement them and their impact. The games act as platforms of 
knowledge transfer between professional and entrepreneurs. Equally, there is new knowledge that 
emerges from the gameplay—knowledge on how proprietors understand a given project and/or 
proprietors’ needs that are made visible by the type of scenarios they propose. 

4.3.2. Action 

We found it challenging to contact proprietors individually and organize workshops without 
the support of the street manager. Due to the history of research projects conducted in the area and 
the small ‘return on investment’ people received from allocating their time to such projects, as well 
as the lack of understanding how the process works, very few were willing to get involved. The four 
entrepreneurs we managed to involve in the playtests were the most active from the association and 
took a leading role in the decision-making process: ‘Once we convince them to use the game, the rest will 
follow’ (David, street manager). Through the power present in action, the creation of knowledge occurs, 
and the analysis of the new knowledge leads to the development of new forms of action. However, 
in our case it was difficult to activate people via this tool in its present form. This happened mainly 
because of the moment when we introduced it in the participatory mapping process namely, after 
the long break in the process when the trust level had already decreased. Nevertheless, participants 
were eager to understand how the games could be developed and adapted to meet their needs of 
punctuality. Specifically, they were curious if the games could become applications (similar to 
WhatsApp) that keep the main mechanics of the game and that can be used on the cell phone. This 
would allow proprietors to connect to ongoing debates without prescheduling a meeting making all 
topics available to all entrepreneurs at any given moment.  

4.3.3. Consciousness 

Proprietors we managed to interact with and bring to the playtests, including the street manager, 
did not see the games as a platform for dialogues between different stakeholders involved in the 
participatory process, offering the opportunity to articulate and rearticulate the ‘voices of others’ in 
the participatory process of further developing Vennestraat. Instead proprietors related to the games 
as a tool to convince the majority of ’what should be done’ and what is ‘the best way’ to do it faster. 
Needless to say, in processes where game designers have a constant interaction with participants 
from the beginning of the design process, it is easier to embed participants knowledge into the game 
making it more appealing. However, this means elevated costs for the entire process and, as in our 
case, implies a degree of access to participants that, more often, we lack. 

5. Research Results  
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After three years, the research conducted in Vennestraat formulated an analytical framework 
that operationalizes very abstract concepts—knowledge, action, consciousness—of rebalancing power 
relations in participatory processes. Following this type of work, portraying a set of gamified 
participatory artefacts and the way they complement each other becomes important to reveal the 
abovementioned power relations. This need motivated us to examine the existing dynamics of a 
decision-making process, namely the refurbishment of a commercial street in Genk (BE). By 
demonstrating the different tools and roles in the case study over time, we make apparent the 
economic, social and political dimension of the participatory process. We make no claim that this is 
a rigid methodology with a standard beginning and end. Instead, the framework (Table 2) shows 
how participants created different types of knowledge over time, appropriating differently the three 
artefacts: socio-economic network mapping, mental images and scenario games. Equally, we bring to the 
fore how each artefact can be employed in the action of producing knowledge and when we can talk 
about consciousness over ones’ possibility to take part in participatory processes and their complex 
stakeholder dynamics.  

Table 2. Link between knowledge, action, consciousness and socio-economic network mapping, 
mental images and scenario games. 

 Socio-economic 
network mapping 

Mental images Scenario games 

Knowledge  

• economic 
networks 

• social networks  
• proprietors’ 

clusters  
• spatial division 

on the street 
• ethnic clusters 

• local landmarks 
• nostalgia over 

specific shops/spaces 
(e.g., the Cinema) 

• valuation of the 
street  

• reveal individual 
wishes/needs  

• collective reflection over 
shared projects on the street 

• identify problems/ 
tensions 

 
 
 
 
 

Action  

• clear goals 
• attention 

completely absorbed 
in the activity 

• high intensity of 
interaction  

• visualize 
abstract 

notions/concepts 
 

• clear goals 
• articulate thoughts 
and lived experiences in 
an expressive language 

• the activity has clear goals 
• provide high intensity and 

feedback 
• sensory and cognitive 
curiosity for participants  

• provide a continuous 
sense of challenge that is 

neither too difficult as to create 
frustration nor too easy as to be 

boring 

 
 

Consciousness  

• reflect over 
existing links 

• shape 
psychological and 

conceptual 
boundaries  

• challenge 
existing power 

relations 

• individual/ 
collective carriers of 

urban identity 
• understand the 

general functioning of 
the street   

• understand the driving 
forces of the participatory 

process 
• identify all actors involved 
in the decision-making process 

• understand priorities  

Knowledge, action and consciousness are discussed quite generally, mainly due to the fact that they 
are abstract concepts, difficult to grasp in a participatory process. As such, it is important to make 
efforts to clarify these terms and how they may improve participation. The artefacts we put forth—
socio-economic network mapping, mental images and serious games—and their links to knowledge, action 
and consciousness provide some landmarks for participants and professionals dealing with the topic 
of making power relations in participatory processes visible. For example, taking part in the socio-
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economic network mapping exercise allows participants to visualize and reflect on networks and flows 
of people and their importance in an urban refurbishment project. Gathering mental images enables 
people to recognize values in relation to identity, landmarks and reconnect with latent knowledge 
over a space and/or a lived experience. Scenario games act as platforms for identifying a collective goal 
but need to be linked to mapping and mental image making in order to build trust. A game (to act) 
can never be played without developing artefacts that also support understanding and reflection over 
specific topics. They (games and gamified artefacts) should be one whole process that is closely linked 
to each other (Figure 8). In our case, the big pause between understanding (map), reflection (mental 
image) in the first phase and action (scenario games) in the second phase created a distance between 
researchers and participants, downplaying the possible benefits of playing the games.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 8. Dynamics of gamified participatory artefacts in a participatory mapping process. 

The research strengthened our view point that, in order to design a ‘good’ participatory process, 
spatial professionals need to uncover existing power relations by employing tools sensitive to this 
endeavor and creating explicit links between the tools and the types of knowledge, action and 
consciousness they reveal. Besides the methodology, these artefacts form the backbone of a 
participatory process, allowing people to take part.  

6. Conclusions 

It is evident that Genk’s administrative body, together with the private sector, are open to the 
promotion and advertisement of the city while at the same time being heavily involved in changing 
the morphology of the city, and in the process of creating a new entrepreneurial dynamic. As a result, 
Genk City Councils have succeeded mainly in changing the priorities of the planning department 
away from traditional concerns of local welfare and environmental stewardship towards a pro-active 
concern for improving the image of the city. This new dynamic has not only helped create a new 
external image for Genk, but it has also created a new cultural politics of place generally supportive 
of the city’s entrepreneurial policies for Vennestraat. This social representation perspective shows the 
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need to interpret the nature of social structures and to uncover the elusive concepts and ideas that 
form the basis for people’s understanding of space.  

We stress that it is of the utmost importance to have the recognition that reflection is directly 
connected to praxis and not separated from the concept. The analysis of learning involving action 
upon reality, the awareness of the nature of setbacks and the sources of oppression appear to change 
[47]. In such a case, gamified artefacts such as mapping, mental images and games could be used to 
develop participatory processes able to also engage marginalized groups. Participation, which may 
attract change in the knowledge of the individuals themselves, their priorities, and interests, could 
limit the potential impact that investigation and action can have over a defined period [48]. 
Participatory mapping and games as well as mapping mental images can allow participants to pay 
significant attention to the knowledge part of the entire equation and the action part of a participatory 
planning process. We emphasize the immeasurable value of social learning that the marginalized 
groups could obtain through the process of investigation via such gamified artefacts. 

Varying levels of power in the Vennestraat street community have contributed to the access of 
knowledge for the different aspects of social problems and the decisions made to solve them. 
Notwithstanding, there exist variations in the approaches to the production of knowledge and the 
specific contributions of participatory planning to the process of change in society [49]. Such a view 
of participatory processes has aroused the interests of researchers, critiques and professionals alike 
regarding the role of the used method in the transformation of power relations. In this dynamic, we 
found gamified participatory artefacts to be useful in the knowledge production process regarding 
the creation of awareness and widespread action. Although we can see an increased interest in 
enabling tools in the decision making process of urban renewal projects, we have tried to demonstrate 
that socio-economic network mapping, mental images and scenario games can push the boundaries 
of democratic dialogue by revealing power relations in the said processes. These artefacts are good 
methods to ensure that multiple and ‘other’ voices are included in the participatory processes. 
However, they are best employed by people who are embedded and present in the community (e.g., 
neighborhood managers instead of researchers with limited presence; the demand for the app was a 
question in that direction) to let people take control of the process themselves during the research 
process.  
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