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Abstract: In this article, | offer a qualitative critical analysis of co-participation within MICADO
(Migrant Integration Cockpits and Dashboards), a European Union project (2019-2022) aimed at
improving communication among migrants, public administrations, and civil-society actors through
a multilingual digital platform. Centering on Bologna as a pilot site, | examine the usability testing
and public piloting phases in which migrants were engaged in co-participatory evaluation of an
application prototype that was still under development. Data sources include project
documentation, interviews and surveys with migrants, enabling an examination of recruitment
practices, feedback collection, and the valuation of participation. | highlight achievements as well as
tensions in the co-participation approach. Structured co-participatory methods (think-aloud
protocols, cultural mediation, and multilingual facilitation) generated context-specific insights and
moments of migrant empowerment. Engagement nevertheless remained uneven: Legal precarity,
linguistic barriers, and unequal digital skills limited involvement; and some participants questioned
the value of participation amid persistent socio-legal inequalities. | argue that EU initiatives
promoting co-participation and co-creation must extend beyond technical inclusivity. Genuine co-
production with migrants requires sustained community partnerships, reflexive adaptation, and
structural reforms that address the legal and social asymmetries shaping migrants' everyday life.
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1. Tracing Pathways of Co-Creation

Across the European Union, migration research and policy-oriented innovation
projects have increasingly foregrounded co-participatory and collaborative
approaches, reflecting a broader shift toward involving migrants not merely as
research subjects but as active contributors to knowledge production. Particularly
within EU-funded programmes, co-participatory methodologies have gained
prominence as a means of bridging research, policy, and practice through
structured forms of dialogue among migrants and other stakeholders. These
approaches are commonly framed as mechanisms for enhancing inclusion,
responsiveness, and evidence-informed policymaking, while also aligning with
broader agendas of inclusive and democratic governance. Digital tools and
platforms have become central to this participatory turn, a trend further
accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, which intensified reliance on remote
forms of interaction while simultaneously exposing the limits of technology-
centred participation and governance (MOSER-PLAUTZ & SCHMIDTHUBER,
2023). [1]

At the same time, many of these initiatives operate within fragmented institutional
and policy landscapes, where methodological ambitions of co-participation
coexist with uneven forms of migration governance, and with a climate
increasingly shaped by the securitisation of migration, restrictive governance
frameworks, and ambivalent political commitments to inclusion (AMBROSINI &
CAMPOMORI, 2024; TAZZIOLI, 2017). Together, these dynamics raise important
methodological questions about how co-participation is enacted in practice, how
power and voice are negotiated within research settings, and what forms of
knowledge are produced through EU-driven co-participatory research
frameworks. [2]

The empirical material discussed in this article is drawn from the experience with
MICADOQO (Migrant Integration Cockpits and Dashboards), a Horizon 2020-funded
research initiative that formed part of a broader wave of EU-supported projects
promoting co-participatory approaches at the intersection of migration, digital
governance, and public service provision. Conducted between 2019 and 2022,
the project aimed to develop user-centred digital tools and dashboards to support
migrant integration by improving access to information and services, and by
fostering coordination and data exchange between migrants, public authorities,
and civil-society actors through co-design and pilot testing in multiple European
cities. Central to this project was a methodological commitment to co-participation
across all phases of the research process, from the formulation of research
guestions to development, implementation, and testing, which was considered
necessary to enhance inclusivity and institutional responsiveness of all research
stakeholders (MICADO, 2022a, 2022b). [3]

The MICADO project can be read as a case in point of broader co-participatory
research principles. Co-participation is understood here not simply as
consultation or user involvement, but as the structured inclusion of participants in
shaping research processes, interpretations, and outcomes, under conditions that
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negotiate asymmetries of power, expertise, and institutional position (BERGOLD
& THOMAS, 2012; KAPTANI & YUVAL-DAVIS, 2008; VAUGHN & JACQUEZ,
2020). Accordingly, in MICADO, co-participation was framed as a process of
collective engagement in the formulation of research questions, the development
of tools, the implementation of research methods, and the collective analysis of
findings. These principles informed the development of the application, which, in
the final stage of the project, was tested with multiple stakeholders, including
migrants (MICADO, 2022c). [4]

In the analysis presented here | focus specifically on this later testing phase of
the application with migrants in one of the four European pilot cities, Bologna,
Italy, in which | was directly involved. Italy offers a compelling empirical setting
because, despite the efforts of grassroots organising and civil-society actors
(COLLINI, 2022), it is characterised by marked xenophobic political discourse,
persistent racialised labour-market segmentation, and a highly restrictive
immigration regime that makes secure legal status difficult to obtain for many
migrants (AMBROSINI, 2020; AVOLA, IMPICCIATORE & PANICHELLA, 2023).
These structural dynamics shape migrants' everyday experiences of precarity and
significantly constrain their opportunities for stable inclusion and ultimately for
effective co-participation. [5]

An analytically significant feature of the MICADO project was the convergence of
two epistemic traditions: Usability testing, rooted in human-computer interaction
(HCI) and user experience (UX) design, and social-science qualitative research
methodologies. Usability testing assesses how effectively, efficiently, and
satisfactorily digital products are used by specific groups in defined contexts
(INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR STANDARDIZATION, 2019), and
overlaps with social sciences' qualitative approaches in its attention to situated
use, user practices, and context-specific interaction. As it unfolded in the
MICADO project, this convergence invites reflection on how evaluative design
practices can be aligned with reflexive and participatory research traditions, and
on the forms of knowledge produced when migrants are mobilised within co-
participatory research frameworks. [6]

Against this backdrop, | examine migrants' position in the final stage of the
iterative refinement of the evolving application prototype, which took place
through a series of structured participatory encounters. | address a central
methodological question for how participatory research developed in the MICADO
case: How can co-participatory projects sustain inclusive engagement when
external socio-legal conditions constrain migrants' capacity to participate fully? [7]

The empirical material | drew from for this article consists of a heterogeneous
corpus. First, | systematically read the project documentation produced during the
piloting and evaluation phases, above all the "Local Pilot Evaluation Report
(Deliverable D5.4)" (MICADO, 2022c) and the "Local Co-Development Activities
Logbook (Deliverable D6.2)" (MICADO, 2022d, see also 2022a, 2022b, 2022¢).
These documents provide detailed accounts of the design of the piloting process,
the modalities of user involvement, and the forms of feedback deemed relevant
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within the project's evaluative framework. They include data collected through a
think-aloud protocol conducted in Bologna with 12 migrant participants as they
engaged with the application in 2021, and a survey administered to 25 migrants
in 2022. [8]

Second, | supplemented this documentary analysis with ethnographic material
generated through my direct involvement in the Bologna pilot. | was present
during usability testing sessions and public pilot activities, participated in
coordination meetings between academic partners, public administrations, and
technical developers, and contributed to the internal processes through which
migrants' feedback was collected, synthesised, and translated into reports and
recommendations. Throughout these phases, | kept detailed fieldnotes
documenting interactions, discussions, and the practical challenges encountered.
Additional material included two ad hoc interviews with key migrant participants
who took part in the public piloting. These interviews were conducted intentionally
beyond the formal scope of the project by myself and one of my colleagues, and
were subsequently transcribed and anonymised. [9]

For the analysis, | combined close textual analysis of project documents with
thematic coding of fieldnotes. In this process, | focused on identifying recurrent
patterns in how participation was organised, the roles assigned to migrant
participants, and the limits placed on what could be questioned, negotiated, or
transformed through co-participatory practices. Rather than seeking
representativeness or generalisability, the aim was to offer a situated account of
co-participation as it unfolded in practice, illuminating the gap between
participatory ideals and the structural conditions shaping their implementation. It
should be noted that in this analysis, | reflected my own analytical perspective
rather than a collective position of the research team. My role as a junior field
researcher responsible for initial participant contact likely shaped my sensitivity to
these limitations, attuning me to moments of discomfort, hesitation, and
withdrawal from migrants with whom [ interacted closely, dynamics that may be
less visible at the level of project coordination. [10]

The project achieved notable successes in addressing diversity and sustaining
some degree of engagement through flexible, user-centred methods framed
within a broader co-participatory and co-creative approach. Yet, despite these
efforts, persistent challenges remained that exceeded the scope of researchers'
practices and were rooted in structural conditions: Reaching migrants with
insecure legal status or limited digital skills proved difficult; repeated rounds of
consultation risked generating research fatigue; and, more generally,
technological solutions alone could not overcome the legal and political
constraints that continue to limit migrants' recognition and rights in Italy. This
reflects what can be described as a process of structurally bounded co-
participation in which participatory design is shaped—and ultimately constrained
—by the very institutional, legal, and policy frameworks it seeks to address and
reform. [11]
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To explore these issues, | begin by tracing the pathways of co-creation that frame
this study (Section 1). Next, | discuss co-participatory methodologies, digital
systems, and migrants' roles in co-participation (Section 2). | then turn to the
organisation of the pilot phases (Section 3), detailing usability testing (Section
3.1) and public piloting (Section 3.2). A critical reflection on the strengths and
limits of co-participation during these testing phases follows (Section 4). Finally, |
offer concluding reflections on advancing co-participation (Section 5), noting how
qualitative participatory methods can enhance usability and responsiveness. [12]

2. Co-Participatory Methodologies, Digital Systems, and Migrants'
Roles in Co-Participation

Co-participation methodologies have become increasingly significant in EU
funded projects aimed at social change and public benefit, where inclusiveness
and democratic engagement are explicit goals (FREEMAN, 2010; VAN PRAAG,
2021). Often drawing on the performative power of participatory research
(BREHM & LANGER, 2025; CALL-CUMMINGS & ROSS, 2022; HODSON,
SVANDA & DADASHI, 2023), EU research and innovation policies now actively
promote co-participatory and co-creative approaches intended to involve all
stakeholders throughout every stage of the design and implementation process
(BROEKEMA MEISTER, HORLINGS & BULDER, 2022; FREEMAN, 2010). In
principle, such methods promise not only more responsive services but also a
redistribution of voice and agency, enabling those most affected to shape
agendas and outcomes. In practice, however, such initiatives often prove
conceptually thin and methodologically uneven. For BROEKEMA MEISTER et al.
(2022), the key problem was that co-creation practices were shaped by structural
constraints inherent in funding regimes, compressed timelines, and institutional
accountability logics. Without strong theoretical grounding, they argued, co-
creation risks functioning as a procedural "checkbox", enabling tokenistic forms of
participation that reproduce existing power relations rather than transforming
them, thereby undermining claims to genuine social innovation. [13]

The issue extends beyond insufficient theoretical anchoring, | believe, to the
structural constraints within which co-participatory initiatives involving migrants
are embedded. Such initiatives frequently promise empowerment while operating
within migration regimes that systematically constrain migrants' rights, mobility,
and political voice (TAZZIOLI, 2017; TRIANDAFYLLIDOU et al., 2024). | seek to
unpack these contradictions by examining MICADO as a case in point. [14]

The project placed co-participation at the core of its design and evaluation
strategy, treating migrants and local stakeholders not simply as end-users but as
co-producers of knowledge and service design. As stated in the project's official
documentation, the initiative was meant to "deliver and employ co-creative
formats that engage authorities, civil society, and migrants throughout the design
and development process" (MICADO, 2022b). Co-participatory methods informed
all phases of the project, including the data collection and analysis underpinning
the design of the digital tool. In the analysis | present here, | focus on the
project's final phase, which centred on the co-participatory testing of the
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application the project set out to develop. Rather than approaching usability
testing as a narrow assessment of interface efficiency, MICADO conceived it as a
collaborative inquiry in which migrants, municipal staff, NGOs, and researchers
worked together to shape the platform's goals, content, and modes of interaction
(MICADO, 2022a, 2022b). [15]

A significant feature of this project was the way its methodological framework
brought into contact two epistemic traditions: Usability testing, rooted in HCI and
UX design, and social-science research methodologies, which share partial areas
of overlap while resting on different assumptions. Usability testing and piloting are
widely used observational methods for assessing the functioning and design of
products and services, particularly in digital contexts. As part of UX approaches,
these methods, valued for their relative simplicity and adaptability, foreground
users' needs, preferences, and constraints throughout the design process in
order to enhance usability (ABRAS, MALONEY-KRICHMAR & PREECE, 2004;
INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR STANDARDIZATION, 2019). In the
context of expanding digital societies and economies, usability testing has gained
prominence as a means of examining how diverse users—differing in age,
expectations, informational needs, and technological competencies—engage with
digital services (ALHADRETI & MAYHEW, 2017; GRANIERI, 2006; MADAN &
KUMAR, 2012; McDONALD, EDWARDS & ZHANG, 2012). They have become
standard practices in digital-service development, reflecting the need to adapt
technologies to users' evolving needs (LAZAR, FENG & HOCHHEISER, 2017). [16]

While usability testing and UX evaluation methods are widely used within design
and policy-oriented research, they have been subject to sustained critique within
HCI scholarship for their narrow evaluative focus. Classic usability approaches
have been criticized for privileging technical functionality, efficiency, and task
completion as primary indicators of success, often abstracting users from the
social, organisational, and political contexts in which technologies are embedded
(DOURISH, 2001). As a consequence, user involvement is frequently reduced to
the articulation of requirements or the production of usability metrics, rather than
informing the deeper, reflexive, and power-sensitive dimensions of design
(FRAUENBERGER, GOOD & KEAY-BRIGHT, 2011). Moreover, UX researchers
have traditionally centred on the individual user's experience, overlooking the
collective, relational, and negotiated dynamics through which experiences are co-
produced (BATTARBEE & KOSKINEN, 2005). In this respect, usability-oriented
methods often fail to adequately account for the social relations, institutional
hierarchies, and power dynamics that shape participation, including who is able to
articulate needs, whose knowledge is recognised as legitimate, and how design
decisions are ultimately made (BODKER, KENSING & SIMONSEN, 2004;
WACNIK, DALY & VERMA, 2024). [17]

Working alongside a European team of social scientists, we brought into the
research process a tradition of qualitative social science grounded in feminist and
reflexive scholarship. Within migration studies, this body of work has long
highlighted the methodological and ethical limits of involving vulnerable and
marginalised subjects without sustained attention to context, positionality, and
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power (ANTHIAS, 2002; GILODI, RYAN & AYDAR, 2025; MAUTHNER &
DOUCET, 2003; NOWICKA & RYAN, 2015; ROHM, 2024). Feminist and reflexive
approaches emphasise that knowledge production is relational and situated,
shaped by asymmetries of legal status, institutional authority, and social capital
that structure migrants' engagement with research and policy-oriented initiatives
(ENGLAND, 1994; HARAWAY, 1988). From this perspective, participation cannot
be assumed to be inherently empowering but must be examined in relation to
who is able to participate and under what conditions of recognition and trust.
Attention to shifting insider-outsider and co-national positions further complicates
the hierarchical distinction between "researcher" and "researched", calling for
more reciprocal forms of collaboration (CHERENI, 2014; KAPTANI & YUVAL-
DAVIS, 2008; VAUGHN & JACQUEZ, 2020). [18]

Migration scholars offer a further illustration of both the promise and the limits of
co-participatory approaches. While co-participatory methods draw on established
participatory action research and community-based traditions, they are
increasingly embedded in formalised, policy-oriented projects. Researchers on
migrant trajectories have adopted these methods to explore inclusion in receiving
societies (VAN PRAAG, 2021), and BERGOLD and THOMAS (2012) and VON
UNGER (2018) showed that participation can render power relations visible and
contestable through reflexive and negotiated practices. However, as noted by the
contributions in VAN PRAAG et al. (2021), co-participatory approaches become
particularly challenging when research involves socially vulnerable migrant
groups, as the structural inequalities shaping participants' lives can make it
difficult to sustain genuinely egalitarian relationships between researchers and
participants. Similarly, BERGAMASCHI, CARLONE and MUDAN MARELLI
(2021) highlighted how language barriers and diverse migration trajectories can
produce persistent power asymmetries during co-participatory fieldwork. Despite
these insights, the literature remains limited about the structural conditions
shaping migrants' co-participation, as empowerment-oriented initiatives are
increasingly embedded within migration regimes characterised by asymmetrical
rights, constrained mobility, and uneven access to political voice under conditions
of securitisation (AMBROSINI & CAMPOMORI, 2024; MEZZADRA & NEILSON,
2013; TAZZIOLI, 2017). [19]

Reflecting these concerns, the researchers in the MICADO project treated
usability testing and public piloting not merely as a technical evaluation but as
part of a broader co-participatory methodological practice. This approach entailed
sustained attention to power, voice, and positionality, drawing on action-research
practices of ongoing reflection and joint adaptation with those most affected. In
the project, we put these principles into practice: Usability sessions, pilot
implementations, and feedback workshops were structured as iterative and
inclusive processes, enabling participants to revisit design choices, surface
hidden needs, and articulate collective priorities (MICADO, 2022b). [20]

By examining these procedures, design choices, and participatory practices, and
by reflecting on both the strengths and persistent challenges of co-participation
with migrant groups observed during the MICADO testing—particularly among
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participants whose legal status, linguistic resources, or socio-economic position
complicate conventional researcher-participant hierarchies—I situate participatory
initiatives vis-a-vis broader migration regimes that systematically constrain
migrants' rights and political voice. In other words, the aim is to explore whether,
and under what conditions, co-participatory initiatives can move beyond
procedural inclusion within such regimes, and how structural constraints delimit
what participation can achieve, with implications for claims of social innovation. [21]

3. Piloting Participation: Organising Usability Testing and Public
Piloting With Migrants

Work Package 5 of the MICADO project was dedicated to the testing of an
application prototype designed to support communication and integration
practices between migrants, NGOs, and public administrations. Because the
pilots involved a still-developing prototype, they demanded intensive recruitment,
facilitation, and negotiation of roles, which offers a rich site for analysing co-
participation in practice. Rather than evaluating the technological solution per se,
in the analysis presented here | focus on participation as a situated practice,
examining how migrants' involvement was structured, mediated, and constrained
through the interaction between institutional contexts and the organisational
logics of the research project itself. [22]

3.1 Usability testing

Once the prototype was produced, in 2021 moderated face-to-face sessions were
held in each pilot city to test the usability of the application. Twelve migrant
participants in Bologna completed realistic, application-related tasks using a
think-aloud protocol, allowing researchers to observe decision-making processes
and emerging obstacles in real time, as well as being able to ask and talk about
these experiences. In Bologna, recruitment among migrants intentionally included
participants with low formal education and limited digital skills, women, long-term
residents, refugees, and speakers of the different languages supported by the
application. Sessions were conducted in community and outdoor settings, both to
comply with COVID-19 restrictions, which shaped the project's final phases, and
to foster a more informal and comfortable atmosphere. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted after the tasks were carried out, to collect
demographic data, migration histories, and digital-skills information before moving
to open reflections on usability and design of the application prototype. [23]

Ethical considerations were addressed as part of the co-participatory approach by
adapting recruitment, research settings, and data-collection practices to
participants' linguistic, social, and legal vulnerabilities, and by attending to issues
of trust, comfort, and informed participation throughout the testing process. All
activities were organised using a multilingual approach, with the involvement of
cultural mediators and translators, and were conducted in informal settings
intended to lower barriers to involvement and facilitate co-participation. [24]
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Nonetheless, the process also revealed the inherent challenges of co-
participatory design when migrants lack secure legal status and are positioned
within conditions of material and institutional precarity. For instance, during one
testing session, a recently arrived asylum seeker residing in a temporary
reception centre, with no proficiency in Italian, appeared visibly fatigued and
disoriented. In the Italian context, residence in temporary reception facilities
(Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria [Extraordinary Reception Centres for Asylum
Seekers])) is typically associated with precarious legal status and ongoing
administrative uncertainty, producing heightened exposure to surveillance and
potential sanction. These conditions appeared to shape participants' willingness
to engage, limiting the forms of information they were prepared to disclose, and
the degree of continuity they could sustain over time. This was particularly evident
in the case of a newly arrived young man from sub-Saharan Africa who became
increasingly anxious as he struggled to complete the assigned task. While
language initially appeared to be the primary barrier, his difficulties persisted even
after real-time interpretation was provided. Despite facilitators' efforts to clarify
and offer support, his growing discomfort ultimately led him to withdraw from the
interview. The requirement to verbalise actions under observation may have
introduced additional stress and reinforced existing power asymmetries, a
dynamic well documented in participatory research with marginalised
communities (BERGOLD & THOMAS, 2012; TIETJE, 2023; VON UNGER, 2018).
At the same time, his experience appeared to be shaped by a broader sense of
vulnerability stemming from feeling out of sync with the interaction. [25]

In another session, a long-term migrant professional woman was invited to share
her impressions of using the application. While she initially engaged with the task,
her account gradually shifted toward broader personal and professional
challenges that the application prompted her to recall in relation to her experience
of working as a migrant in Italy. These narrative detours, which articulated
dimensions of lived experience exceeding the parameters of usability evaluation,
were repeatedly redirected by the senior researcher toward the application's
specific features. As the interaction unfolded, the insistence on re-aligning her
contribution with predefined evaluative criteria appeared to generate visible
discomfort. At a certain point, the interaction escalated, culminating in the senior
researcher raising her voice and redirecting the conversation, thereby foreclosing
further narrative elaboration by the participant. What might have seemed a
routine interview moment exposed the subtle power dynamics of the research
encounter. The participant's desire to frame her own narrative clashed with the
researcher's aim to keep the dialogue on topic, highlighting how issues of
authority and control can resurface even in carefully designed co-participatory
settings. [26]

While many of the usability testing sessions proceeded without such challenges,
these episodic incidents nonetheless illuminated the ambivalent nature of co-
participatory methods. On the one hand, usability testing contributed to what
BERGOLD and THOMAS (2012) described as the democratisation of the
research process, generating insights that informed concrete improvements in
the design of the application. On the other hand, they also exposed the structural
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and interactional limits of participation, which persisted despite researchers'
efforts to remain adaptive and critically self-aware. [27]

3.2 Public piloting

Following a phase of collective reflection on the outcomes of usability testing,
local project teams revised the platform's content and moved to a broader piloting
phase, in which an updated version of the prototype was released for wider
evaluation. In contrast to the initial, moderated usability sessions, this public pilot
was unmoderated and remote, requiring participants to engage with the
application independently and subsequently complete an online questionnaire
combining closed and open-ended questions. Through this process, co-
participation was reformulated as feedback, rendering user experiences
knowable, manageable, and optimisable within the project's evaluative logic. To
mitigate linguistic barriers, the survey was made available in the official
languages of the pilot cities (ltalian, German, Spanish, and Dutch), as well as in
widely spoken migrant languages, including Dari, Cantonese, and Urdu. [28]

Nonetheless, recruiting and sustaining migrant participation proved challenging.
Initial outreach through institutional channels (advertisement through NGOs,
social media, and public offices) drew limited response. As COVID-19 restrictions
eased, the Bologna team shifted to community-based strategies: Presenting
MICADO in refugee reception centres, adult-education language schools, the
International Student Desk at the University of Bologna, intercultural meetings at
associations such as Centro Zonarelli, and the city's Multicultural Library. Despite
these efforts, outreach remained limited. Researchers observed that the most
meaningful forms of engagement were ultimately achieved through bottom-up
networks that researchers had established within migrant communities. These
networks facilitated the recruitment of migrant activists—described by one
researcher as "migrant ambassadors"—who were trusted within their
communities and organised dedicated testing sessions that proved to be the
pilot's most successful outreach strategy. In this case, peer-to-peer relationships
surpassed formal recruitment channels by mobilising trusted intermediaries who
could translate the project's aims into locally meaningful terms, reassure
participants about the use of data, and adapt participation to the rhythms and
constraints of everyday life in reception contexts. [29]

While the project initially envisaged the re-engagement of first-phase participants
in the testing of the updated application, sustaining participation over time proved
challenging. Beyond COVID-19 disruptions and holiday closures, factors such as
legal precarity, mobility, temporal misalignments between project timelines and
everyday constraints, and enduring forms of institutional mistrust, strained the
relational groundwork on which co-participation rests. Participation among young
refugees in temporary reception facilities was characterised by legal uncertainty
and rapidly changing social conditions. As a result, the asylum seekers
participating in the initial usability tests were later relocated and became
unreachable for the second public piloting phase. Moreover, three long-settled
migrant women who took part in the initial usability testing withdrew from further
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participation following conflicts with local social-service providers linked to the
migrants' status administration. These cases show how institutional dynamics and
governance complicate continuity and challenge the epistemic claims of co-
participatory research as it was envisaged at the beginning of the project. [30]

These dynamics made visible how participatory research depends as much on
trust and stable social relationships as on technical preparation, while also
operating through processes of differential inclusion (MEZZADRA & NEILSON,
2013), in which migrants are not simply excluded or included, but unevenly
incorporated into the research process in ways conditioned by legal status,
mobility, and institutional mediation. [31]

Similar patterns were also reflected in the open-ended responses collected
through the post-use survey during the public piloting phase. Migrants generally
evaluated the integration application as clear and useful for navigating
fragmented service landscapes. However, these positive assessments were often
accompanied by reservations about the application's practical relevance in
everyday institutional encounters (MICADO, 2022c). Some respondents voiced
scepticism or outright resistance. One long-term migrant, arguably racialised as
non-white, for example, dismissed the project's participatory aims, even after
completing the survey, as "white-people stuff" expressing frustration with a
racialised social position and a belief that participation would yield little tangible
change. Such hesitation did not stem from a lack of interest or digital
competence, as the participant ultimately completed the survey, but rather from
structural conditions that constrain migrants' political voice and their capacity to
act on the information provided in contexts where institutional gatekeeping
continues to shape everyday life. [32]

This tension was articulated particularly clearly in follow-up interviews with two
migrant ambassadors who had participated in the public piloting and were asked
to recount their views on co-participation. One interviewee highlighted how the
project and the application's invitation to initiative clashed with institutional
environments that habituate migrants to waiting and compliance:

"The app comes into a system that already has mechanisms that tell the migrant to
wait, wait. And MICADO comes out and says to the migrant, ‘you take the initiative'.
But the migrant has to get over that wall and ask, ‘are they really telling me to take
the initiative? Can | do that?" (Migrant Ambassador 1, June 2022, my translation
from Italian) [33]

Here, initiative emerged as a non-trivial and potentially risky practice, requiring
migrants to renegotiate deeply embedded expectations about their position vis-a-
vis institutions. Without sustained mediation and outreach, the app risks
remaining misaligned with these structural realities. A second theme in the
interviews concerned the heterogeneity of the app's intended users. The
interviews' responses pointed to the difficulty of addressing "migrants" as a
coherent category, given differences in legal status, length of stay, language
proficiency, and institutional experience. As one migrant ambassador observed:

FQS https://lwww.qualitative-research.net/



FQS 27(2), Art. 8, Carla De Tona: Structurally Bounded Co-Participation: Migrants' Position
in European Research, a Critical Methodological Reflection on the MICADO Bologna Experience

"If we make an app for migrants, it's very difficult to hit the mark, because the target
of migrants is very broad" (Migrant Ambassador 2, June 2022, my translation from
Italian). [34]

Beyond the many questions these observations raise regarding the contradictory
ways in which migrant integration is addressed, taken together these dynamics
show how engagement in this co-participatory project risks becoming procedural,
oriented toward feedback and usability rather than toward transforming the
conditions under which participation takes place. [35]

4. Critical Reflections on the Strengths and Limits of Co-Participation

The patterns identified so far must be examined in relation to the specific context
in which co-participation was implemented. In the Bologna pilot we deliberately
sought to involve migrants drawn from groups recognised as socially and legally
vulnerable within the Italian context. Italy is characterised by growing xenophobic
political discourse, persistent racialised labour segmentation, and a restrictive
immigration regime that renders secure legal status difficult to obtain for many
migrants (AMBROSINI, 2020; AMBROSINI & CAMPOMORI, 2024; AVOLA et al.,
2023). These structural conditions shape migrants' everyday lives, producing
precarious employment trajectories—often concentrated in low-wage sectors—
and erecting substantial barriers to stable residence and access to citizenship
(DELLA PUPPA & SREDANOQVIC, 2016; OMIZZOLO, 2019). Recruiting migrants
and ensuring effective co-participation in such a context requires more than
procedural inclusion, calling for sustained attention to relationship-building and
sensitivity to the risks participants may perceive in sharing personal information
(BERGAMASCHI et al., 2021). At the same time, situating the project's usability
testing and piloting within this broader socio-legal and political landscape makes
clear that, despite researchers' efforts and best practice, co-participatory
approaches cannot offset the structural inequalities and exclusions that migrants
in Italy confront in their everyday lives. [36]

This is evident in the analysis concerning migrants' encounter with Italy's
bureaucratic and administrative culture. Linguistic accessibility was initially
understood as a central condition for effective co-participation within the project,
and considerable effort was invested in translation and mediation. [37]

Drawing on triangulation across multiple data sources, including participant
observation during the pilot, | suggest that participants' difficulties were ultimately
less related to language and culture, than to procedural complexity and
institutional opacity. In line with DUBOIS's (2010) analysis of bureaucratic
cultures, routinised administrative practices tend to remain difficult to navigate
even when information is formally accessible, a dynamic that was also evident in
the project's pilot. From this perspective, the limits of both the application and the
co-participatory approach adopted became apparent: In the absence of
procedural and administrative reforms, even sustained human mediation could
not enable the digital tool to address challenges rooted in the structure of
administrative regimes rather than in informational deficits. [38]
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Most stakeholders reported satisfaction with their involvement in the testing process.
For migrants, participation was often described as affirming, offering a sense of
agency and recognition of their diversity, and experienced as a meaningful act of
social inclusion. At the same time, the analysis | presented also reveals notable
limitations. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated digitalisation, creating practical
obstacles for the project while simultaneously undermining the distinctiveness of
its focus on digital service innovation, as numerous similar applications rapidly
emerged. As a result, the project came to operate within an increasingly crowded
digital environment (BENTON, 2019), where the proliferation of public and private
tools diluted its visibility and potential impact. This saturation likely constrained
further migrant involvement in the project's co-production processes, a limitation
that became increasingly apparent in practice. [39]

Within this context, migrant participants exhibited signs of research fatigue,
intersecting with broader risks of tokenism. Across many European research
projects, migrants are frequently recruited to meet participation targets, yet
involvement often becomes procedural rather than genuinely co-creative, offering
limited influence over outcomes (BAHRAM, 2020; PICUM, 2022; ROURA, DIAS,
LeMASTER & MacFARLENE, 2021). As GILODI et al. (2025) observed, such
practices can reduce participation to a symbolic gesture that satisfies funding
requirements without conferring decision-making power. These dynamics were
reflected in our fieldwork, as several participants recruited through stakeholder
networks reported having taken part in multiple studies and expressed what |
recorded as a resigned acceptance of being asked to participate once again, in
some cases followed by withdrawal. [40]

The first phase of piloting, the face-to-face usability testing, was intentionally
designed to foster trust and comfort, taking place in open community spaces with
an informal atmosphere. This setting proved more effective for eliciting rich
responses and contextual insights from migrants, allowing researchers to attend
closely to participants' meanings and experiences. Yet important exceptions also
reveal the limits of this approach. Concerns about privacy, safety, and data
protection were voiced, especially among those newly arrived or with precarious
status. Even when vulnerable groups were successfully recruited, participation
tended to be more detached, marked by brief answers, minimal elaboration, or
abrupt withdrawal when reception-system changes intervened. [41]

Efforts to sustain participant engagement for the collection of questionnaires
during the public piloting revealed that many migrants relied more on information
circulated through personal social-media networks than on official institutional
websites, which they perceived as difficult to access or interpret. Friends and
family with first-hand experience were frequently regarded as more trustworthy
sources than formal digital platforms, as the questionnaire analysis revealed
(MICADO, 2022c). [42]

The migrant group involved in the project's testing was intentionally
heterogeneous, encompassing women, refugees, and long-term residents as
specified in the project design, and, despite pandemic-related organisational
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challenges, the target numbers for these categories were largely met.
Nevertheless, demographic data from the survey showed that participants'
language proficiency and digital skills were generally high and relatively
homogeneous, limiting the diversity of user experiences captured. This reflects a
self-reinforcing digital divide, one that must be understood not only by class but
also as gendered and racialised. Digital inequality research shows that disparities
now hinge less on access than on differences in skills and uses shaped by social
hierarchies (DIMAGGIO & HARGITTAI, 2001; LEURS & PRABHAKAR, 2018;
NOBLE, 2018; WAJCMAN, 2010). In our project, although we were aware of
these dynamics and sought to mitigate them, the results revealed that the
respondent demographics skewed toward digitally skilled individuals, indicating
that digital practices remained embedded in intersecting power relations which
inadvertently challenged efforts to achieve genuinely inclusive co-production
(MICADO, 2022d). [43]

5. Final Reflections: From Participation to Structural Change?

The experience with the MICADO pilots reveals both the opportunities and the
enduring challenges inherent in migrant co-participation and UX testing.
Participants offered valuable, actionable feedback and at times experienced
moments of empowerment, yet their engagement unfolded within a landscape
ultimately marked by structural and legal inequalities. Unequal legal status,
institutional hierarchies, and bureaucratic opacity constrained the very possibility
of genuine co-production and shared authorship, reminding us that co-
participatory design is never merely a technical or procedural challenge as
already observed (BERGOLD & THOMAS, 2012; GILODI et al., 2025; VON
UNGER, 2018), but a deeply political practice shaped by intersecting dynamics of
class, gender, race, and citizenship. Remote, unmoderated testing environments
amplified these inequalities, showing how differences in social position and digital
access can reproduce or even intensify existing divides despite careful design
and outreach. [44]

With this analysis, | foreground the concept of structurally bounded co-
participation, which captures how participatory projects, even when explicitly
inclusive, remain circumscribed by the socio-legal frameworks in which migrants,
like other marginalised groups, live, as well as by the unequal power relations that
shape both everyday life and fieldwork. Attending to these structural boundaries
reframes non-participation not as a failure of participation, but as a reflection of
the unequal and exclusionary social conditions within which migrants live and
within which co-participatory frameworks operate. [45]

These findings point to a number of lessons and directions for future practice.
Migrant-centred, co-participatory projects must move beyond conventional
participatory techniques toward approaches that prioritise long-term relational
engagement, embed critical reflexivity, and secure more equitable returns for
participants. Where legal status or broader reforms addressing structural
exclusion lie beyond the scope of project-based knowledge production, a
minimum ethical requirement is the provision of fair compensation rather than
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symbolic or purely formal recognition. At the same time, | suggest that co-
participation can only move beyond tokenistic involvement and approach its
transformative potential by engaging with the wider structural inequalities in which
participatory initiatives are embedded. [46]

The lesson is clear: Technical inclusivity cannot substitute for structural change.
Even the most thoughtfully designed digital tools or well-intentioned co-
participatory frameworks cannot, on their own, overcome entrenched power
asymmetries or the structural effects of insecure legal status which continue to
shape migrants' ability to engage on equal terms. [47]
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