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ABSTRACT 

Densification, as a sustainable spatial development 

strategy, is a matter of care that takes place on 

multiple scales and is related to liveability in a 

paradoxical way. In this paper we approach this 

paradox related to densification as a “matter of 

scales” and work consciously with the tensions 

which arise when multiple actors act on multiple 

scales, such as a lack of communication and 

mistrust. We analyse and discuss how the 

participatory design approach of “experiential 

evaluation” supports this conscious approach by 

giving form to it as a caring platform around a 

“matter of scale” by connecting the multiple actors 

across multiple scales and making the tensions 

between scales constructive. In the discussion, we 

present the learnings of the design process and the 

challenges that we encountered. 

1. INTRODUCTION

The research that is the subject of this paper deals with 
the sustainable spatial development approach of 
densification, an approach that raises questions and 

resulting debates across the multiple scales in which 
policy-making, public discourse and everyday life take 
place. Densification can be seen as a policy strategy to 
counter suburbanization of a region and more 
specifically to reduce the societal costs related to 
suburbanization. Already since the sixties, there is a 
public debate in Flanders that discusses the societal 
costs of low-density suburbanization, in particular the 
(negative) impact of increasing spatial dispersion 
(Anselin, 1967; Braem, 1967; Strauven, 1980). Recently 
this debate is experiencing renewed attention by the 
clear ambition of the regional government to increase 
the spatial efficiency and declare a net-development 
stop by 2040 (Ruimte Vlaanderen, 2016). From that 
moment onwards, the net-amount of built surface can no 
longer increase. This means that there can only be a new 
development if an equally big one is being removed or 
that existing developments are densified. Densification 
is thus an actual, ongoing process driven by (economic) 
forces that go beyond the scope of a neighbourhood, 
city or region. At the same time, this supra-local debate 
has impact on a local level, because this “autonomous” 
densification process (Antrop, 1998) gradually 
transforms the neighbourhood on the ground. Most 
small transformations remain unnoticed while some 
transformations have a more profound impact on the 
spatial system of the neighbourhood (Antrop, 1998) and 
can trigger negative reactions by the inhabitants. 

Densification is thus a matter of care that takes place on 
multiple scales and is related to liveability in a 
paradoxical way: when a neighbourhood is densifying, 
there are more people, there is more activity, more 
traffic, more nuisance and thus, potentially, a decrease 
of the liveability in the neighbourhood. At the same 
time, the densification might by 2040 lead to the 

https://doi.org/10.21606/nordes.2021.28



260

 

No 9 (2021): NORDES 2021: MATTERS OF SCALE, ISSN 1604-9705. www.nordes.org  

opportunity to create more (green) open (public) space 
beyond the scale of the neighbourhood. This paradox 
between densification and liveability can be approached 
as a “matter of scales” (based on the concept “matters of 
care” by Puig de la Bellacasa (2017)), a concept that 
together with its implementation in practice will form 
the centre of discussion in this paper. In this matter of 
scales, there are multiple actors that act on multiple 
scales which can lead to tensions based on lack of 
communication and mistrust. This makes it a difficult 
and sensitive task for designers and policymakers to 
initiate a debate with citizens about the “strategic 
densification” of their neighbourhood: “why do we have 
to suffer for the benefit of the others?”. 
 
In this paper we discuss this “matter of scales” via a 
case of participatory design in urban planning in the 
Heilig-Hart neighbourhood in Hasselt, Flanders 
(Belgium). We worked on this matter of scales from the 
perspective of densification and more specifically the 
ambition of the city to densify the neighbourhood, the 
inhabitants who nearly get out of the neighbourhood, 
the shop owners who serve a larger part of the city, 
families who live in other neighbourhoods but their 
children go to school here, schools with students from 
the entire province or the ambition to expand the 
mosque into a religious, educational and multicultural 
centre. In order to approach this matter of scales as “a 
generative event” (Whatmore, 2009), we used the 
methodology of experiential evaluation to co-design a 
caring platform (Light & Seravalli, 2019). We 
considered experiential evaluation as a strategy to try to 
connect all these scales and thus make these tensions 
related to the matter of scales and the debates around it 
constructive. 
 
The focus of this participatory design process is not on 
the participatory development of a new technology, in 
this case the evaluation tools, but on the exploration of a 
strategy (experiential evaluation) to foster critical 
engagement and creative expression (DiSalvo et al., 
2013, p. 193). This has the goal to collaboratively 
imagine the future of the neighbourhood by including 
the local knowledge and values (DiSalvo et al., 2013, p. 
196). 
 
In this paper, we will first define experiential evaluation 
as a caring platform and the analytical framework. Then 
we will describe the participatory design process of the 
case in the Heilig-Hart neighbourhood. Further, we will 
analyse the case based on four concepts that 
contextualise a caring platform and specifically how the 
experiential evaluation helped to make the tensions 
related the matter of scales constructive. Finally, we 
discuss to what extent the experiential evaluation could 
play its role as a caring platform that enables turning the 
matter of scales into a constructive process generating 
care for the liveability in the neighbourhood. 

2. EXPERIENTIAL EVALUATION AS A 
CARING PLATFORM 

Experiential evaluation can be defined as a 
methodology for participatory action research that 
combines formal evaluation methods with everyday 
practices (Custers et al., 2020). Like in participatory 
evaluation, in experiential evaluation researchers, 
experts and inhabitants together decide what the 
evaluation criteria will be and how the data is collected, 
analysed and evaluated. Throughout this process the 
participants make norms and values explicit, develop 
future scenarios and decide together about further action 
(Brunner & Guzman, 1989). In participatory evaluation, 
the people involved in the project, process or program 
evaluate the project, process or program together with 
an outsider in order to see if the initial goals are met 
and/or adjustments need to made. The emphasis is on 
the evaluation and it is accomplished through a 
collaboration of the researcher and local practitioners 
(Fawcett et al., 2003).  
In experiential evaluation is also a participatory process 
organised to co-create a future scenario for a liveable 
neighbourhood. However, it adds an experiential aspect 
in order to make the evaluation process more tangible in 
everyday life based on the assumption that if the people 
can experience a test set-up in their everyday life it can 
lead to a more engaged evaluation.  
The experience of a new possible future enables the 
participants to make value trade-offs and change their 
perspective on the issue or position in the process. The 
evaluation moments triggers reflection about what they 
value and prioritise. The evaluation and the experience 
are thus intensely intertwined in the process of 
experiential evaluation and can enable collective 
learning in a participatory planning process (Albrechts 
et al., 2020). 
 
The research that we describe in this paper will 
particularly explore how we can use experiential 
evaluation to co-design a caring platform to make a 
“matter of scales” constructive. A caring platform is 
defined as socio-technical structures that support the 
welfare of citizens and can enhance “relations of 
reciprocal accountability and mutual commitment and 
which encourages reflexive engagement among citizens 
(caring) (Light & Seravalli, 2019)”. The definition of a 
caring platform is related to the articulation of the 
relationship between co-design, co-learning and care. 
This is a complex relationship and a mutual caring 
relationship is not an automatic outcome of co-design 
process. The co-design process can be instrumental to 
the co-learning as this co-learning can be seen as a 
product that emerges alongside a design activity (Light 
& Seravalli, 2019) 
The co-design of a caring platform is foremost 
contextual as it is affected by the people, values, tools 
and action in that specific context (Light & Seravalli, 
2019). Therefore, we will use these four aspects to 
analyse the process of the experiential evaluation and to 
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define the relationship between co-design, co-learning 
and care that is constructed (or not) in this specific case.  
What we precisely want to learn is how the experiential 
evaluation not only enables value trade-offs and initiates 
co-learning but also can change the relations between 
the different actors in the neighbourhood. Can this 
change in relations turn a participatory design process 
into a caring platform in which a sensitive “matter of 
scales” can be dealt with in a constructive way?  

3. THE CASE 

We developed the methodology of experiential 
evaluation within a participatory design project that we 
facilitated in the Heilig-Hart neighbourhood; a 
neighbourhood located close to the city centre of 
Hasselt, the capital of the province of Limburg in 
Flanders. The participatory process started in August 
2018 and ran until the end of January 2020 (see Figure 
1). The Heilig-Hart neighbourhood is surrounded by a 
railway station in the south, a larger ring road in the 
west and north and a former industrial site (in 
transformation to a residential area) and a smaller ring 
road in the east. The morphology of the neighbourhood 
is diverse: detached-houses, row houses, apartment 
blocks and services with a clientele beyond the scope of 
the neighbourhood. 
 
The process is part of a bigger participatory project 
“Werke naan Wijken” (Dutch for “Working on 
Neighbourhoods”) and is formalized in a contract 
between UHasselt and the city of Hasselt. The 
assignment is to organize collective learning processes 
in three neighbourhoods during which the city policy, 
the city departments, designers, citizens and 
stakeholders collaboratively learn how to cope with the 
tensions between spatial planning processes, such as 
densification, and participatory processes. For the 
Heilig-Hart neighbourhood we had to address the 
tension between an ongoing and planned densification 
process and the concern among inhabitants on the 
impact of this process on liveability. More specifically, 
the question of the city’s policy was to approach this 
tension from the perspective of mobility.  

3.1 MOBILITY 

The Heilig-Hart neighbourhood is a neighbourhood in 
transformation: there is a large urban development that 
will double the population in the neighbourhood; there 
might be a new high-speed light rail implemented in the 
next few years; there are the ambitions to expand the 

mosque to a religious, educational and multicultural 
centre; the church needs a new future and the city is 
planning to redevelop the area around the train station. 
All these projects have an impact on the mobility and 
thus the liveability of the neighbourhood, but there is 
uncertainty about which projects will be realized, how 
they will be realized and what the actual impact will be 
on the mobility? This uncertainty became so big that 
inhabitants started to speculate: "there will be traffic 
jams from morning till evening"; "we will not find a 
parking space anymore"; “why would the city allow 
such a project if the situation is already so bad". These 
speculations triggered the idea that the city was no 
longer in control of all the densification processes and 
the inhabitants started to question them ("they have no 
overall vision"; "they just allow projects in one 
neighbourhood without thinking of the impact in other 
neighbourhoods") leading to misunderstandings and 
mistrust between the city policy and the inhabitants. 
 
The mobility situation in the Heilig-Hart neighbourhood 
is indeed complex: there are quite some functions that 
generate traffic, such as schools; the neighbourhood is 
situated between important traffic lines and it is located 
close to the train station. There is thus a large diversity 
of mobility users with each their own rhythm, intensity 
and needs. In addition, there is a problem of traffic that 
uses the neighbourhood as a shortcut to travel to the city 
centre. 
 
Mobility was already an issue before the participatory 
process started. Early 2018, the mobility department 
gave an assignment to an engineering office to analyse 
the mobility situation in the neighbourhood and 
formulate scenarios to improve this situation. The 
inhabitants and representatives of two schools were 
consulted in four focus groups. Around that same 
period, the parent committees of three primary schools 
in the neighbourhood organized a questionnaire to gain 
insight in the safety perception in the school 
environment. The questionnaire was initiated by a few 
parents, not only out of a concern about the mobility 
situation at the school environment but also in the entire 
neighbourhood. The results indicated that there is not 
only a safety issue in the school environment but also 
that there is a large support among the inhabitants for 
structurally changing the mobility situation. To make 
this public, the parent committees of two schools 
together with the NGO “Fietsfront Hasselt” decided to 
organize an annual “kidical mass”. This is a collective 
bike ride to strive for more safety, space and attention 
for young cyclists and pedestrians.  

Figure 1: overview process 
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In parallel, a group of concerned inhabitants started an 
action committee and asked the city to be involved in 
the planning process of their neighbourhood in order to 
change the mobility situation and increase liveability. 
The complexity of the mobility situation and the 
ongoing initiatives made it clear to us that we could not 
limit our participatory process to developing a mobility 
plan on the scale of the neighbourhood. We noticed the 
tensions between different narratives of multiple actors 
and ambitions on different scales: the ambition of the 
region to densify, the ambition of the city to work on 
mobility, the ambition of the mosque to increase 
accessibility, the ambition of different parent 
committees in schools to give form to a city that is 
“cyclist friendly”, the ambition of neighbourhood 
committees to contribute to a liveable place to live… 
These ambitions and some tensions between them 
coincided with the belief of certain actors that these 
ambitions stand in each other’s way and that this belief 
was based on a historical mistrust. This required an 
approach which combined different tools in order to 
connect the multiple scales and actors in the 
neighbourhood to make the tensions of a “matter of 
scales” constructive. The experiential evaluation started 
with the co-creation of an alternative scenario for the 
neighbourhood mobility plan, we then implemented one 
part of this alternative scenario in the neighbourhood via 
a test set-up and we collaboratively measured and 
evaluated the impact of the test set-up on mobility.  

3.2 THE CO-CREATION OF A MOBILITY SCENARIO 

We started the participatory design process with the co-
creation of an alternative scenario for the 
neighbourhood mobility plan, in support of addressing 
the paradoxical effects of a densification process, during 
five workshops with inhabitants and representatives of 
the mobility department from November 2018 until 

May 2019 (see Figure 2). It is this alternative mobility 
plan that we used in the experiential evaluation. 
In the first workshop we mapped what we valued in the 
neighbourhood: what is a liveable neighbourhood? In 
what kind of neighbourhood do I want to wake up in the 
future? We also made a map of all the projects (in 
realisation and planned) and bottlenecks in the 
neighbourhood. In the second workshop, we evaluated 
the neighbourhood mobility plan made by the 
engineering office by mapping the impact of this plan 
on the everyday routes (car and bicycle) that the 
inhabitants take to go in and out of the neighbourhood. 
This resulted in three alternative mobility scenarios. We 
assessed these scenarios with the alderman and experts 
from the mobility and urban planning department of the 
city. We presented this expert judgement on the third 
workshop as a series of posters on which inhabitants 
could vote pro and against and comment on the different 
scenarios and assessments via sticky notes. The two 
preferred scenarios were presented at the fourth  
workshop. This time we asked the participants to 
evaluate the scenarios on the basis of accessibility (car, 
bicycle), safety (pedestrian, cyclists and car drivers) and 
livelihood (green space, air quality and noise nuisance). 
We divided them in four groups and each group had to 
further detail the scenarios for one particular location. 
After the fourth session we discussed the preferred 
scenario in depth with each collective separately (the 
action committee, the parent committees and the shop 
owners). These discussions resulted in three variants of 
the preferred scenario. In the last workshop we asked 
the participants to prototype and evaluate these three 
variants. We decided to end our co-creation process by 
presenting the final scenario on the “Neighbours’ day” 
(see Figure 3). This is a yearly event that takes place at 
different locations in the neighbourhood. Together with 
the neighbourhood committees, we agreed to organize it 
as one big collective event on the square that played a 
crucial role in the alternative mobility scenario. This 

Figure 2: alternative scenario for the neighbourhood mobility plan 
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allowed the inhabitants to see the plan in the actual 
space and resulted in a final round of comments.  
 

 
Figure 3: Neighbours' Day at the central square 

4. EXPERIENTIAL EVALUATION OF THE 
ALTERNATIVE NEIGHBOURHOOD MOBILITY 
PLAN 

The co-creation phase resulted in an alternative 
neighbourhood mobility plan. It was part of our original 
agreement with the city that we would gradually test 
this plan on different locations in the neighbourhood: 
implement a first test set-up, evaluate it, make 
adaptations if necessary and then proceed to the next 
phase.  
 

 
Figure 4: test set-up at the central square 

4.1 TEST SET-UP 

The first test set-up was installed by the city at the 
beginning of October 2019 and is still in place until 
today. In this test set-up we blocked two segments of 
streets around a central square where one school was 
situated, to enlarge it (see Figure 4). We changed the 
directions of one-way streets and turned two-way streets 
into one-way streets (see Figure 2). In January 2020, we 
added a “schoolstreet” to another school in the 
neighbourhood, which implies that traffic around the 
main entrance of the school is blocked during the start 
and end of the school day and we made a necessary 

change in the circulation based on an intermediate 
evaluation.  

4.2 IMPACT MEASUREMENTS 

During the fifth workshop of the co-creation phase we 
developed a “measurement plan” together with the 
mobility department and the participants. We decided 
collaboratively what we wanted to measure, how we 
would measure it, what the strategic locations are to 
measure and when the measurements would take place. 
We decided upon a range of data-collection tools: traffic 
counts (1), Telraam (Dutch for “counting window”) (2), 
online questionnaire (3) and permanent feedback (4).  
The traffic counts (1) were measurements that the city 
organized at around twenty locations across the 
neighbourhood (see Figure 6). Over a period of two 
weeks, they registered the amount and the speed of 
traffic (cyclists and motorized traffic). The traffic counts 
were conducted in September 2019 before the test set-
up was in place as a reference measurement, and 
November 2019 to measure the impact. Telraam (2) is a 
citizen science project that was used and actively 
promoted by the neighbourhood during this evaluation 
process. It is a small device that has to be installed at a 
window on the first floor of a house (see Figure 7). The 
device measures the amount of the traffic (pedestrians, 
cyclists, cars and larger vehicles) and the speed of the 
cars during daytime. The data is visualized on a website 
where everyone can access it. There was a network of 
24 Telramen active in the neighbourhood a month 
before the test set-up started and provided a continuous 
measurement of the situation. The city also organized an 
online questionnaire (3) a month after the test set-up 
was in place to give everybody enough time to adapt to 
the new situation. With this questionnaire it was 
possible for inhabitants and visitors of the 
neighbourhood to evaluate the test set-up based upon 
their personal and direct experience. At any time, it was 
possible for everybody to give personal feedback (4) via 
email to the mobility department.  

4.3 WORKGROUP 

We organized together with the city an open call for 
inhabitants and shop owners to apply to become a 
representative in the workgroup in August 2019. The 
selection of the representatives was based on the 
network of the candidate as well as the location of the 
network in the neighbourhood in order to constitute a 
group of representatives that more or less covers the 
entire neighbourhood. The aim of the workgroup is to 
evaluate the test set-up and advise the city policy based 
upon this evaluation. It is on the basis of the advice of 
this group that the city policy will finally decide 
whether the test set-up will stay in place (and evolve to 
a permanent situation), that there will be adjustments 
made or that we will return to the original situation. 
 
The first meeting of the workgroup took place mid-
September 2019 to discuss the implementation of the 
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test set-up and the measurements. Early November 2019 
was the second meeting of the workgroup to discuss the 
first results of the measurements, the experiences of the 
inhabitants, schools and shops presented by the 
representatives and the draft of the online questionnaire. 
In the third meeting, one month later, evaluated the 
workgroup the test set-up based on the results of the 
measurements and decided to keep it in place but to 
make some necessary adjustments and to add a 
“schoolstreet”. The fourth meeting was organized at the 
end of January 2020 to discuss the impact of the 
adjustments. In this meeting the workgroup decided to 
pause the process because there were a lot of road and 
construction works going on in the neighbourhood and 
the first phase of the large development would soon be 
realized which all had an impact on the mobility. If 
there would be extra adjustments implemented, this 
would mean that there would be even more uncertainty 
and thus less support for the process. The last meeting 
of the workgroup was in December 2020. The city again 
conducted traffic counts in October 2020 to measure the 
impact of the test set-up after this uncertain period and 
take into account a new uncertainty, the COVID-19 
pandemic. The workgroup discussed new adjustments, 
the possibility to transform the central square in a 
qualitative meeting place with space for more green. 
They also decided to keep on meeting once a year to 
keep on evaluating the situation in the neighbourhood.  

5. EXPERIENTIAL EVALUATION AS A 
CARING PLATFORM 

As we discussed in the theoretical section, the co-design 
of a caring platform in a specific context is affected by 
four aspects: action, tools, values and people in that 
context (Light & Seravalli, 2019). Therefore, we will 
use these four aspects to analyse the case of the Heilig-
Hart neighbourhood in order to discuss to what extent 
the experiential evaluation as a caring platform helped 
to turn a “matter of scales” constructive. 

 5.1 ACTION 

The test set-up is an invasive action in the public space 
which has an effect on a complete mobility system, not 
only including the everyday life of the inhabitants living 
and working around the set-up, but also of those far 
beyond (visitors, clientele of the shops, the ones that 
take the shortcut to the city centre, parents that bring 
their kids to school). We move around every day and we 
can choose how we move (by foot, cycle, car, public 
transport…). When we are forced to change this 
individual behaviour, it will make us question this 
behaviour and maybe leads to more sustainable choices 
(Marres, 2015). This individual behaviour that happens 
in the public space defines the use of this space to a 
large extent. This means that when the mobility in a 
certain space changes, it can also change the use of the 
space. This change is most visible at the central square 
in the neighbourhood. After the installation of the test 

set-up, the square is used as a meeting place and a 
playground for children after school hours. The 
rediscovery of the square was celebrated with a light 
installation that we placed on the square during a month 
mid-January 2020 and was accompanied with a “winter 
walk” for children organized by the parent committees 
of two schools together with the action committee with 
the support of the shop owners and the city (see Figure 
5). This action emphasises the change in the positions of 
the different actors and the shift in the process from 
mere car accessibility to liveability. It shows that the 
square is not an abstract space but a co-constructed and 
political space (Light & Miskelly, 2019).  
 

 
Figure 5: light installation during the winter walk 

The implementation of the test set-up not only created 
the possibility to experience the alternative scenario on 
a 1:1 scale but more importantly it also made the impact 
on the multiple scales tangible. It shows the importance 
of caring for multiple scales (and the actors associated 
with them) at the same time: changing the mobility on 
the scale of the neighbourhood, but also the future 
redevelopment of a square and the adaptation of a 
school environment. 

5.2 TOOLS 

In order to evaluate the test set-up, we had to measure 
the impact on the mobility in the neighbourhood. These 
impact measurements were a crucial part of the 
experiential evaluation because by the end of the co-
creation phase, it was clear that the prototyping and the 
qualitative approach to discuss the alternative scenario 
was not working for all the groups and even further 
increased tensions instead of making them productive. 
We used this moment to support the different groups in 
using the tools they wanted to use to generate data for 
the impact measurements. The traffic counts as a 
common tool of the mobility department were opened 
up as the approach for the inhabitants and the results 
were discussed with the representatives of the 
inhabitants and stakeholders (see Figure 6). The action 
committee used Telramen as a way to collect their data 
(see Figure 7). Therefore, the committee added fifteen 
Telramen to the network, in addition to the nine that 
were made available by the city, to create a denser 
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network. They contacted the organisation behind 
Telramen to ask for the unprocessed data, made 
suggestions to optimise the data collection process and 
did tests to install the device outside the house. The 
online questionnaire was initiated by the mobility 
department but developed in collaboration with the 
workgroup. 
 
This collaborative data collection as a way of “joint 
fact-finding” gave the different scales not only the 
possibility to use their own tools to collect their data but 
also made it possible to exchange and explain their data 
and thus create common knowledge and understanding 
of the complexity and uncertainty of mobility (Ehrmann 
& Stinson, 1999). Also, a test set-up showed how a 
certain mobility plan can improve the liveability at 
multiple scales. The tools also helped the multiple 
actors to get familiar with each other’s knowledge 
production processes and to reason on scales that they 
are not used to (Whatmore, 2009): an action committee 
measures traffic in a way the a city normally does and 
the city involves citizens in the evaluation of this data 
and had to adapt their modus operandus to make this 
feasible. It was an important step in our attempt to 
create a caring platform that can cross scales and engage 
them in the collaborative decision-making process 
(Matsuura & Schenk, 2017).The joint fact-finding 
provided a common language between the different 
actors in the participatory process. This does not mean 
that they will agree upon every aspect. However, they 
will speak a technical and/or scientific language 
understood and developed by multiple actors which 
helps them to start to rebuild trust (Matsuura & Schenk, 
2017).  
 

 
Figure 6: traffic counts 

 
Figure 7: Telraam set-up 

5.3 VALUES 

In the first workshop of the co-creation phase, we 
defined with the participants what they value in the 
neighbourhood, in what kind of neighbourhood they 
want to wake up in the future and what is important for 
the mobility in the neighbourhood. The values were 
defined as livelihood (public space, air quality, noise 
nuisance, green), safety (car, pedestrian, cyclists) and 
accessibility (car, cyclists and public transport). We 
used these values as evaluation criteria in the process 
for the expert judgement in workshop three, to evaluate 
the scenarios in workshop four and as a basis for the 
online questionnaire. The values were defined in a very 
general way but throughout the process it became clear 
how different (groups of) inhabitants interpreted the 
values in different ways. For example, in a discussion 
about the online questionnaire between two 
representatives of different inhabitant groups: one 
representative defined a liveable neighbourhood strictly 
as a place to live and all the other uses were subordinate 
to that, while another representative had a broader view 
and stated that also the shops and the schools are 
necessary for the liveability of the neighbourhood and 
need to be supported. 
 
The experience of the test set-up made the inhabitants 
not only question their own mobility behaviour but also 
triggered them to make value trade-offs between their 
individual values and the liveability of the 
neighbourhood. For example, an inhabitant stated in an 
email directed to the mobility department that he shifted 
from a severe opponent of the test set-up because made 
his house less accessible for the car toward an advocate 
because the square in front of his house is now a quieter 
public space. We tried at different moments in the co-
creation phase to let the participants make these trade-
offs but it was only when they could actually experience 
an alternative reality that they made these direct trade-
offs. The test set-up has ensured that the central square 
became a quieter place that is used as a meeting place 
and playground after school hours. This added value 
was not defined by the participants in the co-creation 
phase. The collective experience of the new situation 
leads to a more engaged and constructive evaluation of 
the situation and helps the participants to take other 
values and thus scales into account. 

5.4 PEOPLE 

The workgroup, which was installed after the co-
creation phase and before the test set-up was 
implemented, consisted of representatives of the 
inhabitants, the shop owners and the two schools in the 
neighbourhood together with the alderman, the experts 
of the city’s mobility department and neighbourhood 
management department and the researchers. At the 
start of the first meeting, the alderman defined the 
workgroup as “an arena of dialogue”. The workgroup 
meetings created the opportunity for people active at all 
scales to communicate directly with each other and 
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exchange knowledge. This dialogue was crucial to gain 
trust and mutual understanding at all sides of the table. 
They became partners in the same process and in that 
way, it was a successful experiment in the politicisation 
of the decision-making process. 
Nevertheless, we know that one representative had a 
separate meeting with the alderman to discuss the 
concern about a more thorough test set-up as a next 
phase in the process which the mobility department was 
currently developing based on the alternative scenario. 
The alderman shared the concern of this representative 
and therefore this proposal for a more thorough test set-
up was not discussed during the next meeting of the 
workgroup. 
 
Although everybody could apply to be a representative 
in the workgroup and we contacted stakeholders 
directly, there were still actors who were not 
represented. First, there is the clientele of “Café 
Anoniem” (Dutch for “Café Anonymous”), NGO that 
provides services for homeless people. Their clientele 
was already using the central square as a meeting place 
because it is located close to the Café. Another actor is 
the mosque. The representative of the mosque attended 
several workshops, but they decided not to be directly 
involved in the test set-up, although it changed the 
accessibility of the mosque. We could have kept these 
actors more involved in the process by for example 
providing them with tools that fit their needs or engage 
in their practices and thus did not connect them with the 
other actors across scales.  

 6. DISCUSSION 

In this paper we discussed the experiential evaluation of 
an alternative mobility scenario in the context of the 
Heilig-Hart neighbourhood. What did we learn as 
design researchers during the process about how 
experiential evaluation can be such a caring platform 
that enables us to negotiate in constructive ways on a 
“matter of scale”? What did we learn from the action, 
tools, values and people and the relation between co-
design, co-learning and care? Did we design for care 
and co-designed a caring platform? Did the experiential 
evaluation enables value trade-offs and initiated co-
learning? Was there a change in the relation between the 
different actors in the neighbourhood?  
We will share some reflections, in order to answer the 
above questions. 

6.1 A CARING PLATFORM FOR A “MATTER OF 
SCALES” PROVIDES ROOM FOR EXPERIMENTATION 
AND ADAPTATION 

The experiential evaluation process as a caring platform 
was made of experimentation and adaptation. We 
started the participatory design process from the 
perspective of mobility, because this was already taken 
care of by actors individually. We brought these actors 
together in the experiential evaluation which led to a 
shared accountability and co-ownership as they cared to 

work together (Light & Seravalli, 2019) which meant 
that we as design researchers had to start working across 
different scales and diversify our approach. For 
example, we had to moderate the strong voice of the 
action committee throughout the process. To facilitate 
that, we had to organise parallel meetings with the 
different actors in order to give them the possibility to 
equally contribute to the final scenario. This experience 
shows that there needs to be room for experimentation 
and adaptation of the process. Indeed, the bridging 
across scales sometimes required to slow down the 
process and create opportunities for a different 
awareness or approach of the issue (Whatmore, 2009). 

6.2 A CARING PLATFORM PROVIDES ROOM FOR A 
PLURALITY OF ACTORS, BOTH INSIDE AND BETWEEN 
GROUPS 

The process as a caring platform provided space for a 
plurality of actors and groups and was flexible enough 
for changes in group constellations. An example is the 
action committee that was persistent in their belief that 
there was only one solution for the mobility issue even 
after they had the possibility to discuss it with the 
alderman at the workgroup and it was clear that it was 
not feasible in the short term. It kept them from making 
value trade-offs and acknowledging other positive 
impacts on liveability beyond their proposed solution. 
This persistence of mainly representatives of the group 
not only led to a change of representative in the 
workgroup after the second meeting, but also in the 
board and position of the action committee. Today the 
group presents itself as a citizen initiative with a focus 
on liveability and no longer as an action committee 
related to mobility. This indicates that there is not only a 
plurality of different groups of actors, but also within 
one group (DiSalvo et al., 2013). 

6.3 A CARING PLATFORM PROVIDES ROOM FOR A 
PLURALITY OF KNOWLEDGE AND TOOLS FOR 
KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE 

The experiential evaluation as a caring platform brought 
different forms of knowledge together: knowledge 
foregrounded as being objective and subjective, 
knowledge from inhabitants and experts, from outsiders 
and inhabitants. Within the process we provided the 
multiple actors with different tools to make their own 
knowledge visible and created a place (the workgroup) 
to exchange and discuss their knowledge with others. 
This co-learning process allowed them to bridge scales 
by building a common language and trust. The 
collaborative evaluation of the test set-up based on the 
experience provided a means of reflection in the co-
design process. It was only when the different actors 
could actually experience an alternative future via the 
test set-up that they made trade-offs between values and 
changed their positions. This made the process a co-
designed learning project (Light & Seravalli, 2019) 
across scales and actors. Indeed, the test set-up at the 
central square is now a new meeting place. Multiple 
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actors start to care about it: organizing a Winter Walk 
but also asking the city to redesign the square to 
enhance this new use and maybe other future uses. The 
city starts to take care of it via small adaptations over 
time. Also, the shop owners experience the added value 
of having a new meeting place in front of their shops. 

6.4 A CARING PLATFORM PROVIDES ROOM FOR 
EXCHANGE BETWEEN ACTORS ACROSS SCALES CO-
DEFINING THE PUBLIC REALM 

The co-design of the caring platform enhanced the 
exchanges of knowledge, experiences and practices 
across scales providing the possibility to re-engage with 
each other and define new relations within the 
complexity of the contemporary public realm and can be 
defined as a form of “institutioning” (Huybrechts et al., 
2017). The experiential evaluation lead to a shared 
accountability and a sense of co-ownership, which in 
itself is a form of caring to create the opportunity to 
work together. The workgroup that was created to 
evaluate the measurements changed the relation 
between the inhabitants and the local authority: from 
mistrust to a politicisation of the decision-making 
process. What does not mean that all the actors agreed 
upon every decision, in fact the representative of the 
action committee left the work group because he 
disagreed with the decisions that were made.  
It indeed bridged the different scales between 
inhabitants, public and private institutions by enhancing 
the communication, providing means of reflection and 
opportunities to share practices (exchanging knowledge 
and tools) makes the process of the experiential 
evaluation a co-designed learning project (Light & 
Seravalli, 2019). 

6.5 A CARING PLATFORM OFFERS SPACE FOR 
ACTORS TO EXIT THE PROCESS 

In the fourth meeting of the workgroup (January 2020) 
we, as being part of the university, announced that our 
assignment ended at that time and that the mobility 
department would be in charge of the process. It was in 
the same meeting that the workgroup decided to pause 
the process providing a real risk that the process would 
end. Nevertheless, the caring platform proved to keep 
on doing its work across scales, because the workgroup 
did meet again in December 2020, to discuss the follow-
up on data measurements conducted by the mobility 
department, new changes in the mobility situation and a 
specific request to redesign the central square with more 
space for green. They also decide that they would keep 
on meeting at least once a year and thus 
“infrastructuring” this caring platform (Karasti, 2014) 

6.6 A CARING PLATFORM FOR WHO? 

The caring platform connects multiple scales between 
multiple actors, but we did not succeed to keep all the 
actors on board during the process. The clientele of 
“Café Anoniem” and the mosque are not represented in 

the workgroup and we were not able to connect them 
with the test set-up although this action also intervened 
in their everyday practices. We did not manage to 
provide them with tools that fit their needs or engage in 
their practices in order to keep them engaged in the 
process. Ideally, we would create room in the design 
process for the workgroup to reflect on their aim and 
principles during the process: Do we need to map other 
issues? Collect other data? Do we need to involve other 
actors? The flexibility of the current process has proved 
to have many advantages: it provides room for 
adaptation and experimentation. At the same time, it 
also leaves room to discuss individual concerns with the 
alderman instead of making them explicit during a 
meeting of the workgroup. It is a trade-off between 
flexibility and openness versus transparency with a real 
risk that it threatens the democratic character of the 
workgroup. 

7. CONCLUSION 

We presented densification as an issue that plays at 
multiple scales with a challenge to bring together 
multiple actors that act and think on multiple scales. 
With experiential evaluation we created a caring 
platform to cope with a “matter of scales” in the Heilig-
Hart neighbourhood. Thinking of the experiential 
evaluation model as a caring platform supported not to 
see it as a linear process that starts with a question and 
ends with a set of answers, but rather as a flexible and 
pluriversal process. It became a process in which 
multiple actors were in charge, defining the values 
important to them, mastering the tools closest to their 
interests to re-negotiate these values with others, 
inhabiting a space in which conversations could take 
place asynchronously between scales, and finally taking 
a space temporarily, with the possibility to leave 
whenever the actors felt the need. Nevertheless, we 
should also recognise the possible weaknesses in this 
process. Not all the actors are always represented 
equally in the process, since the flexibility and 
asynchronicity of the process also offers possibilities to 
prioritise values of particular actors over others. This 
forces us to always consider the question related to the 
democratic aspect of the process: whose caring platform 
is it or does it need to be? 

REFERENCES  

Albrechts, L., Barbanente, A. and Monno, V. 2020. 
Practicing transformative planning: the 
territory-landscape plan as a catalyst for 
change. City, Territory and Architecture. 7 (1), 
pp.1-13. 

Anselin, M. 1967. Enkele planologische en sociaal-
economische overwegingen over het tot nu toe 
gevolgde systeem van verkavelingen in België. 
Stero, publicatie voor Stedenbouw en 
Ruimtelijke Ordening. 1 (1), pp.9–12. 



268

 

No 9 (2021): NORDES 2021: MATTERS OF SCALE, ISSN 1604-9705. www.nordes.org  

Antrop, M. 1998. Landscape change: Plan or chaos? 
Landscape and Urban Planning. 41 (3–4), 
pp.155–161. 

Braem, R. 1967. Het lelijkste land ter wereld. Rev. ed. 
Leuven: Davidsfonds. 

Brunner, I. and Guzman, A. 1989. Participatory 
evaluation: A tool to assess projects and 
empower people. New Directions for Program 
Evaluation. 1989 (42), pp.9–18. 

Custers, L., Devisch, O. and Huybrechts, L. 2020. 
Experiential evaluation as a way to talk about 
livability in a neighborhood in transformation. 
In: Del Gaudio,C., Parra, L., Agid, S., Parra, 
C., Poderi, G., Duque, D., Villezcas, L., 
Botero, A., Londono, F. C. and P. Escadòn. 
eds. Proceedings of the 16th Participatory 
Design Conference 2020 - Participation(s) 
Otherwise - Volume 2, 15-19 June 2020, 
Manizales, Colombia. [online]. New York, 
NY: Association for Computing Machinery, 
pp.114–118. [Accessed 13 January 2021]. 
Available from: 
<https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3384772.3385
128> 

DiSalvo, C., Clement, A. and Pipek, V. 2013. 
Communities. Participatory Design for, with 
and by communities. In: Simonsen, J. and 
Robertson, T. eds. Routledge international 
handbook of participatory design. New York: 
Routledge, pp.182–209. 

Ehrmann, J.R. and Stinson, B.L. 1999. Joint fact-finding 
and the use of technical experts. In: Susskind, 
L. E., McKearnan, S. and Thomas-Larmer, J. 
eds. The Consensus Building Handbook. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp.375–400. 

Fawcett, S.B., Boothroyd, R., Schultz, J.A., Francisco, 
V.T., Carson, V. and Bremby, R. 2003. 
Building Capacity for Participatory Evaluation 
Within Community Initiatives. Journal of 
Prevention & Intervention in the Community. 
26 (2), pp.21–36. 

Huybrechts, L., Benesch, H. and Geib, J. 2017. 
Institutioning: Participatory Design, Co-Design 
and the public realm. CoDesign. 13 (3), 
pp.148–159. 

Karasti, H. 2014. Infrastructuring in participatory 
design. In: Winschiers-Theophilus, H., 
D’Andrea, V. and Iversen, O. S. eds. 
Proceedings of the 13th Participatory Design 
Conference on Research Papers - PDC ’14, 6-
10 October 2014, Windhoek, 
Namibia.  [online]. New York, NY: 
Association for Computing Machinery, 
pp.141–150. [Accessed 25 January 2021]. 
Available from: 
<http://dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?doid=2661435.
2661450> 

Light, A. and Miskelly, C. 2019. Platforms, Scales and 
Networks: Meshing a Local Sustainable 
Sharing Economy. Computer Supported 
Cooperative Work (CSCW). 28 (3–4), pp.591–
626. 

Light, A. and Seravalli, A. 2019. The breakdown of the 
municipality as caring platform: lessons for co-
design and co-learning in the age of platform 
capitalism. CoDesign. 15 (3), pp.192–211. 

Marres, N. 2015. Material Participation. London: 
Palgrave Macmillan UK. 

Matsuura, M.M. and Schenk, T. eds. 2017. Joint fact-
finding in urban planning and environmental 
disputes. New York: Routledge. 

Puig de la Bellacasa, M. 2017. Matters of care: 
speculative ethics in more than human worlds. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Ruimte Vlaanderen. 2016. Beleidsplan Ruimte 
Vlaanderen. Witboek. Brussel: Departement 
Ruimte Vlaanderen. 

Strauven, F. 1980. Hoe België zijn aanblik kreeg: 150 
jaar architectuur en stedenbouw in België. 
Wonen-TA/BK. 12, pp.7–22. 

Whatmore, S.J. 2009. Mapping knowledge 
controversies: science, democracy and the 
redistribution of expertise. Progress in Human 
Geography. 33 (5), pp.587–598. 

 

 


