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Abstract
Social cohesion is often regarded as a remedy for many societal problems, among 
which the increasing isolation and the crisis of public space in urban contexts. 
Focusing on the Social Street phenomenon as an alternative urbanity, this paper 
reflects on social cohesion at the neighbourhood scale, by analysing its cultural and 
political perspectives and taking into consideration the role of individuals, commu-
nities and institutions in fostering it. Participant observation, semi-structured inter-
views, and focus groups are applied to two cases of Social Street. Besides highlight-
ing the enabling conditions for social cohesion, the results show the intertwining 
between the individual, community and institutional levels. These links are defined 
as reflexive interfaces, which are organized moments and places where different 
actors can meet, dialogue and negotiate, accepting the other participants’ interests, 
values and aims.

Keywords Social cohesion · Neighbourhood · Social street · Governance · 
Qualitative methodology

Introduction

In the last 30 years, the issue of social cohesion has caught great interest because 
it is often regarded as a remedy for many societal problems such as individual-
ism, marginalisation, exclusion, and inequalities. In particular, two factors strongly 
impacting the life quality of urban communities are the increasing isolation and 
the crisis of public space as support to public and collective life in the city. Strong 
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urbanization, increased mobility, and the development of information and communi-
cation technology have gradually been producing a social order in which the tradi-
tional ties of the community have been replaced by anonymity, individualism, indif-
ference and distance (Jacobs 1961; Forrest and Kearns 2001). The city is the place 
where the residual bonds of spatial proximity and kinship are eroding (Forrest and 
Kearns 2001; Castells et al. 2006).

Along with the reduction of togetherness (Amin and Thrift 2002), public spaces 
lose their socialising function. The crisis of public spaces is mainly determined by 
the gradual loss of citizens’ interest and attention to the urban public spaces, per-
ceiving them as nobody’s or local authority’s places, rather than everybody’s places 
or common spaces (Foster 2013; Iaione 2015). The privatization of public spaces is 
becoming a widespread phenomenon, which can be traced in various patterns, from 
entirely gated communities to gated parks, or private consumer spaces like shopping 
malls and entertainment centres (Blokland 2017). Moreover, the privatization of cit-
ies is not only a matter of ownership, but it is strongly linked with the depoliticisa-
tion of public spaces as arenas for participation, contestation, and negotiation (Gid-
dens 1990; Mitchell 2003; Rosanvallon 2008; Somers 2008; Harvey 2012).

Within this context, social cohesion is not only the focus of top-down and institu-
tional policies at macro territorial scales but it is also seen by scholars as the objec-
tive of participation forms and informal social actions emerging at micro territorial 
scales: (Moulaert 2010; Jessen 2019; Egholm et al. 2020). Indeed, the positive role 
of non-profit organizations in society has been widely documented, suggesting that 
non-profit organizations often encourage community involvement to support social 
cohesion (Shier et  al. 2022). In the frame of these actions, streets have become 
spaces where new social and political forms can be shaped, rather than spaces for 
enacting ritualised routines (Sassen 2011), and democracy and democratic aspects 
of citizen initiatives are discussed (Igalla et al. 2019). The micro-spatial urban prac-
tices explore alternative urbanities within the existing city, occupying urban spaces, 
injecting them with new functions and meanings, and challenging the existing gov-
ernance structures of public spaces (Eizaguirre and Pares 2018; Harvey 2012; Ive-
son 2013; Moulaert 2010; Moulaert et al. 2013; Rutland 2013).

Therefore, this contribution investigates two cases of the Social Street Italian phe-
nomenon because it proposes an alternative form of urbanity, which develops alter-
native ways of living and managing the public urban space, by impacting the gov-
ernance of neighbourhood commons and public life too. Indeed, while Social Streets 
were born to answer sociality needs among neighbours, they also negotiate respon-
sibilities for the governance of public spaces. Our question is whether Social Streets 
contribute to increasing social cohesion at the neighbourhood scale. Since the con-
cept is broad and variously defined, we build on two recent frameworks developed 
to study urban social cohesion as a problèmatique (Novy et al. 2012) and consider 
the interdependencies between individuals, communities and institutions in fostering 
social cohesion (Fonseca et al. 2019).

The article starts with an analysis of how social cohesion has been defined and 
operationalised, highlighting why the concept needs to be problematized at the 
neighbourhood scale while taking into consideration different dimensions. It then 
focuses on Social Streets, describing the evolution of the two specific analysed 
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cases, based on qualitative data. The results show that Social Streets foster the cul-
tural and political perspective of social cohesion at the individual and community 
levels. However, the interdependencies—between these two levels and the institu-
tional one—are also evident, underlining the importance of reflexive interfaces to 
favour the formation of bottom-linked approaches.

Diversity, conflict and negotiation for the production of social 
cohesion

Finding a unique definition of social cohesion is arduous: since it represents the 
internal bonding of a social system, whatever form this may take—a family, an 
organisation, a university, a city, a state, or a society—social cohesion assumes also 
many different dimensions.

Fonseca and colleagues (2019) organize the existing literature on social cohe-
sion, by dividing the institutional, community, and individual levels.1 For institu-
tions, social cohesion is defined as the capacity of a society to ensure the well-being 
of all its members, minimizing disparities and avoiding marginalization (Council of 
Europe 2008) with the following characteristics: (1) reciprocal loyalty and solidar-
ity, (2) strength of social relations and shared values, (3) sense of belonging, (4) 
trust among individuals of society, and (5) reduction of inequalities and exclusion. 
Similarly, the OECD (2011) definition bases social cohesion on social inclusion, 
social capital and social mobility. Other theoretical and empirical research identifies 
impartial law enforcement (Durkheim 1897), civic society, and responsive democ-
racy (Lockwood 1999) as relevant factors to promote social cohesion.

At the individual and community levels, social cohesion involves shared values 
of reciprocity, loyalty, trust and solidarity (Maxwell 1996; Kearns and Forrest 2000; 
Berger-Schmitt 2002; Jeannotte 2003; Dekker and Van Kempen 2009). It is accom-
panied by the desire to belong to a group and maintain affiliation with it (Festinger 
et al. 1950; Braaten 1991; Jenson 2010) and entails a bond with the local commu-
nity and the territory, which are conceptualised as a sense of belonging2 and place 
attachment. People experience a sense of belonging when they feel connected to 
their co-residents (Forrest and Kearns 2001). The sense of belonging is not simply 
a feeling and not a stable stage, but it is a socially constructed and embedded pro-
cess in which people reflexively judge the suitability of a specific place as appropri-
ate given their social trajectory (Blokland 2017). Instead, place attachment refers 
to people’s feelings of being linked to a specific territorial area (Bacon 2013). It is 
related to the feeling of security, the construction of self-esteem and self-image, the 

1 Another possible simplification of the concept foresees the division between the horizontal and the 
vertical dimensions of social cohesion. The former refers to the cohesion within civil society, i.e. the 
relationships among different individuals and groups within society. The latter focuses on the state-cit-
izen cohesion, i.e. the relationship between the state and civil society (Van Puyvelde and Brown 2016).
2 The concept derives from the studies on the sense of community in the field of Community Psychology 
(among others: Sarason 1974; McMillan and Chavis 1986; Chavis and Wandersman 1990; Perkins and 
Long 2002; Kim and Kaplan 2004; Völker et al. 2007; Jason et al. 2015) and it was then investigated by 
sociologists too.
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bond with people’s cultures and experiences, and the maintenance of group identity 
(Altman and Low 1992; Kim and Kaplan 2004; Dekker and Van Kempen 2009). 
The attachment may derive from people factors and/or place factors (Kearns and 
Forrest 2000). Further, it is not only those who are physically present locally who 
feel attachment and responsibility towards a place but also those linked to the place 
for other reasons—e.g. job, hobbies, relatives, etc.

Most of the studies on social cohesion miss covering the three levels at once, 
while mainly focusing on the individual and the community. There is a lack of stud-
ies on the role of governance and formal institutions in fostering social cohesion 
(Fonseca et al. 2019). Moreover, all the definitions mentioning “shared values” do 
not stress the diversified nature these can have, regardless of the background of the 
individuals and the communities (Bulmer and Solomos 2017; Fonseca et al. 2019). 
For this reason, Fonseca and colleagues propose a revisited definition of social cohe-
sion as «the ongoing process of developing well-being, sense of belonging, and vol-
untary social participation of the members of society, while developing communi-
ties that tolerate and promote a multiplicity of values and cultures and granting at 
the same time equal rights and opportunities in society» (2019, 16).

The scientific debate about diversity’s impact on urban social cohesion is open 
and composed of two main positions. On the one hand, studies of Community Psy-
chology highlight that diversity is often opposed to the sense of community since 
the former may create more difficulty for communities members to share common 
values and therefore shaping a cohesive community (Dekker and Van Kempen 2009; 
Townley et al. 2011; Neal and Neal 2014; Neal 2017). On the other hand, sociologi-
cal and political studies underline that diversity is constitutive of local communities 
and cities are places of encounter, formed by networks of interaction between peo-
ple with different backgrounds (Miciukiewicz et al. 2012). This second perspective 
thus points out the necessity to mix cultural and ethnic, but also land-use, diversity 
to guarantee the respect and acceptance of diversity among neighbours (Novy et al. 
2012). In particular, both in urban literature about mixed-used neighbourhoods (see 
Jacobs 1961; Nasar and Julian 1995; Kim and Kaplan 2004) and in sociological lit-
erature about commons and commoning practices (see Stavrides 2016; Dellenbaugh 
et al. 2020), it is theorized that too much cohesion and homogeneity among mem-
bers of local communities may cause dynamics of exclusion towards other commu-
nities or singular individuals, while mixed communities are more capable to remain 
open and inclusive.3 Given the multiplicity of situations in each social, political and 
territorial context, investigating whether diversity impacts negatively or positively 
on social cohesion may still offer interesting insights to contribute to the debate.

Another stream of literature that criticizes the lack of consideration for diver-
sity, but also for conflict and negotiation, relates to the scholars researching social 
innovation, meant as both the product as solutions to specific needs and the socio-
political processes that influence and are influenced by these same solutions, with 
a particular concern for social inclusion and social justice (Moulaert et al. 2013; 
Moulaert and MacCallum 2019). The authors develop a conceptualization of 

3 Using Putnam (2000) and Granovetter (1973) words we could refer to bridging and weak tie social 
capital respectively.
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social cohesion at the urban scale which considers social cohesion as «the capac-
ity to acknowledge the existence of different social and territorial groups present 
in the city, their diverse and sometimes contradictory interests as well as the 
capacity for these groups to organise themselves and for the city to create institu-
tions in which these groups can confront each other and decide about the city’s 
future» (Cassiers and Kesteloot 2012, 1910).

Here the city is envisioned as a political arena of conflict, where groups and 
institutions negotiate their own identities and roles, along with shared ways to 
live together (Novy et al. 2012). In this context, urban social cohesion is «a plu-
ral, scale-sensitive, and multidimensional yet structured problèmatique» (Mici-
ukiewicz et al. 2012, 1858), because it is not a single issue addressing a specific 
problem, but it is a set of issues, embracing a variety of dimensions. The prob-
lèmatique can be elaborated in four different perspectives: (1) socioeconomic: 
stressing the disintegrative effects of social inequality and exclusionary dynam-
ics on access to resources and markets; (2) culture: focusing on identity, com-
mon culture, and place attachment as key dimensions of belonging to a group; (3) 
ecology: linking social exclusion in the city with issues of ecological justice; (4) 
politics: emphasizing political action as participation in public affairs, as being a 
full member of the local community (Novy et al. 2012).

The increasing isolation caused by individualism and lack of spatial proxim-
ity, along with the crisis of public spaces, collectively cared for and managed 
by citizens and public administrations, which this paper focuses on, relate to the 
cultural and political perspectives of social cohesion. Therefore, the contribution 
aims to focus on the cultural and political perspectives of social cohesion (Novy 
et  al 2012), defined as the capacity to acknowledge the existence of different 
social and territorial groups, the capacity for these groups to organise themselves 
and for the city to create institutions, places, moments of dialogue, confrontation 
and decision-making (Cassiers and Kesteloot 2012). In addition, the attention 
to the interdependencies between individual, community and institutional levels 
(Fonseca et al. 2019) and the consideration of diversity not only permit shedding 
light on the practices which produce social cohesion but also analyse the actors 
and practices which play the role of mediators between groups of citizens, civil 
organizations and institutions, favouring the maintenance of social cohesion.

The resulting framework is then applied to Social Streets, informal groups of 
neighbours, which were born exactly to answer the needs of isolation and neglect 
of public spaces in cities. How the Social Streets develop more social cohesion, 
in terms of cultural and political perspectives, at the neighbourhood scale implies 
more specific questions:

• How do the Social Streets produce collective identity, shared culture, and a 
strong attachment to the territory, which contribute to hindering feelings of 
isolation (cultural perspective)?

• How do the Social Streets favour the formation of citizens’ political roles, moti-
vating people to carry on daily life actions to manage and care collectively public 
spaces (political perspective)?
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Both questions are addressed by looking at (a) the individual self-motivation, per-
ceptions, norms, and values; (b) the community’s relationships and process of goal 
attainment; (c) the institutional environment and decision-making (Fonseca et  al. 
2019). Since the analysis focuses on the neighbourhood scale, the institutional level 
is only analysed as concerns the Municipality and the District institutions. Main-
taining this micro-perspective permits to bring everyday ambiguous illustrations of 
agency into focus, by looking at the «efforts of individual and collective actors to 
cope with, keep up with, store up, tear down, tinker with, transform, or create anew 
the institutional structures within which they live, work, and play» (Waardenburg 
2021, 550).

Analysing Social Streets: cases and methods

The Social Street is an Italian form of neighbourhood community, which was born 
in 2013 in Bologna and reached up to 408 groups in Italy and 11 in other Euro-
pean countries. The groups were born as a reaction to the isolation and the lack 
of socialization experienced in cities by locals and newcomers. The main goal is 
to socialise, share needs with neighbours, carry out collective projects of common 
interest and gain benefits deriving from greater social interaction.4 In response to the 
pandemic environment, characterized by uncertainty, and isolation, the most urgent 
need expressed by Social Street members was psychological support, which evolved 
into exchanging mutual attention and care (Prandini and Ganugi 2022). Indeed, the 
Social Streets gave contribution to keeping neighbours informed about what was 
going on in the neighbourhood, sustaining and producing convivial ties, and organ-
izing mutual help services (Introini et al. 2021).

Sociality, gratuitousness, and inclusion are Social Streets’ three main values. 
Access to the Social Streets is open to everyone, regardless of any ethnic, political, 
or religious differences. Social Streets are considered forms of urban sociality capa-
ble of creating mechanisms of social regeneration of the public space (Stanica 2014; 
Gamberoni 2015; Augè and Pasqualini 2016; Introini and Pasqualini 2017; Pasqual-
ini 2018), strategies of re-embedding social and economic practices (Akhavan et al. 
2019; Nuvolati 2014; Pais and Provasi 2015; Castrignanò and Morelli 2019), and 
practices of civic engagement activation in response to collective needs (Macchioni 
et  al. 2017). Social Streets produce conviviality and attachment to the neighbour-
hood and the street (Morelli 2019). Since the interaction among members of each 
Social Street is supported by Facebook, Social Streets have also been analysed as 
network communities of place (Cabitza et al. 2016; Mosconi et al. 2017; Pasqualini 
2019).

The Social Streets are rather very diverse in geographical positions, collocation 
within cities, structural and economic features of the urban areas, type of activities, 
and relational network established with other socio-political subjects of the territory, 
such as the local administrative institutions and civil society actors.

4 www. socia lstre et. it.

http://www.socialstreet.it
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For this contribution, two Social Streets having different relationships with the 
respective city public administrations were considered to investigate the connections 
between the institutional, community and individual levels influencing urban social 
cohesion5:

1. The Residents in Pitteri Street and surroundings, in Ferrara, signed an official 
regulation for the governance of green public areas and it participated in the 
definition of new public regulations together with other civic groups of the city.

2. The Residents in Twenty September Street, in Verona, refused any formal col-
laboration with the City, preferring to maintain the group’s activities completely 
autonomously.

Ferrara and Verona are located on the North-East side of Italy and are small to 
medium-sized cities, counting respectively 132.009 and 257.353. Ferrara was gov-
erned by left-wing coalitions since 1945. The left government had its first loss in 
2019 when it was overcome by a right-wing party. From 1951 to 1994, Verona was 
guided by the Christian Democracy, while from 1994 to 2019 the city was governed 
by right-wing coalitions, apart from a 5-year interval (2002–2007) of a centrist 
party. In Italy, left-wing municipalities have historically a more participatory style 
of governance, while right-wing municipalities are more based on communication to 
citizens by interest groups.

The period of observation lasted 2 years, from Spring 2016 to Spring 2018. In the 
beginning, the authors just contacted and interviewed the administrators of the two 
Social Streets and participated sporadically in a couple of events just to get to know 
the groups and their environment. In 2018, one of the authors spent 1 month in each 
Social Street, living with the groups and participating in all the meetings and activi-
ties. Besides the online and offline participatory observation, semi-structured inter-
views and focus groups with various actors attending the two Social Streets or their 
territorial areas (Table 1) served to detect the discourses and attitudes towards the 
activities undertaken, the relationship with other urban actors, between members, 
and with the neighbourhood area and public spaces. The Social Street members 
were recruited through announcements on the Social Streets groups on Facebook 
or during the participant observation. The other interviewees were sampled through 
the snowball approach considering whether they had a stake in the Social Streets 
(Table 1).

Using the chosen definition and problematization of social cohesion, the cultural 
and political perspectives of the concept were operationalised to observe the indi-
vidual, the community, and institutions’ perceptions, norms and values impacting 
social cohesion at the neighbourhood level. The cultural perspective is composed 
of a sense of belonging to the group, shared identity with its members, place attach-
ment and intertwining of people’s identities with places. The political perspective 
entails participation in public life, everyday actions in taking care of public space, 

5 The material reported is part of a broader research which analysed 20 preliminary semi-structured 
interviews to Social Streets’ administrators. The interviews were conducted from March to July 2016, 
both in Italy and abroad.
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commoning practices6 involving both the Social Streets and other urban actors, and 
formal or informal collaborations for the well-being of the neighbourhood commu-
nity, through various forms of subsidiarity.

The negotiation for the care of public spaces in Pitteri Social Street

The Social Street of Pitteri Street and surroundings7 (SSf) in Ferrara is located in a 
strongly residential neighbourhood, dotted with small single houses and buildings of 
medium size not higher than five floors. The area has many green areas which influ-
enced its name “green lung” given by the residents. The neighbourhood is located 

Table 1  The research participants

Technique Participants Fer-
rara’s 
social 
street

Verona’s 
social 
street

Recruitment

Interview Social street members 4 5 Social street Fb group
Third sector actors 5 15 Snowball sample + email/phone 

callLocal government representatives 4 5
Local food producer 1 /

Focus group Social street members 1 × 5 1 × 8 Social street Fb group
1 × 6 2 × 5

1 × 4
Informal con-

versation
Social street members 11 21 Social street meetings/activities 

or events in the neighbourhoodThird sector actors / 5
Local government representatives 2 /
Local food producer 1 /
Neighbourhood residents, not 

social street members
3 2 Distribution of a request in the 

mailbox

6 Commoning practices are constituted by the collective actions and the social processes which create 
and reproduce the commons (Dellenbaugh et  al. 2015; Huron 2017; Dellenbaugh et  al. 2020). Gener-
ally, the commons are some kind of public resource, accessible to all members of a community and often 
constructed by them. The notion of the commons is based on altruistic cooperation, collaboration, and 
communication and it involves people operating on a collective rather than merely individualistic level 
(Hardt and Negri 2009). In addition, common spaces are those spaces produced by people in their effort 
to establish a common world that houses, supports and expresses the community they participate in 
(Stavrides 2016).
7 The group was born in November 2013 within the neighbourhood “Bologna”. In September 2016, at 
the moment of the cases’ selection, 347 members were registered in the Facebook group. Counting the 
number of active and non-active members, though, is not possible, since this is fluid and it depends on 
the type of meetings organized, the personal needs and priorities changing during the year, the season 
(during summer people are more likely to participate in outdoor activities), the type of interaction for a 
specific activity (online interaction, offline meeting). Moreover, the “surroundings” indicates exactly the 
indefinite Social Street borders, which change when people living in contiguous streets ask to enter the 
group.
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about two km from the city centre and can be reached on foot or by bike or with 
local public transport. Inside it is equipped with services (kindergartens and schools, 
public swimming pool, an elderly care house, the scout group, the bowling club, the 
Church and the parish recreational club, dentists’, doctors’, veterinarians’ consulting 
rooms, building surveyors’ offices) and shops (newsagent, greengrocer, hardware 
store, laundry, bar, tobacconist, hairdresser, delicatessen, ice cream parlour, etc.). 
The local population is mainly originally of Ferrara or close cities and is composed 
mostly of family units.

The SSf evolved around the public green areas of the neighbourhood when the 
citizens started to feel the necessity to bond more with the territory of residence.

«We are on social [networks], but we are not on the street» (Piero,8 SSf mem-
ber).

Although most of the SSf members had lived in the neighbourhood for more 
than 15 years, they signed up in the group because of the need to socialise with 
their neighbours, not having strong social networks in the local area. Among the 
members who participated in the focus group, only one of them moved to the area 
from South Italy and lived in the street for only 1 year. All the other participants 
either live in the area for a long time or arrived there a few years before, though 
living already in Ferrara (Table 2).

Since the beginning, they set weekly meetings which included multiple activi-
ties, from having dinner outdoors and watching movies together to cooking 
classes, table games, and video game tournaments for children. Withal, the activ-
ity which triggered the engagement of the members most was the installation of a 
bookcrossing point.

«The bookcrossing idea perfectly represents the concept of sharing in a 
public space, a place in the neighbourhood accessible to all» (Giuliana, SSf 
member).

The group contacted the Municipal Office which dealt with the public green areas 
of the city. The bureaucratic process to obtain permission to install the library was 
long, because of the absence of existing regulations and the problematic node of the 
responsibility division between the Municipality and citizens in case of damage to 
the physical resource and/or the people. Eventually, the Green Office agreed to draw 
up a new agreement that enabled the citizens of Pitteri Street to use the public space 
safely, in the general interest of the community residing in the neighbourhood.

«That moment has been a recognition of work, an artefact that could serve 
the neighbourhood. On that day the Mayor said: ‘You have done a beautiful 
thing; I give you two benches’» (Giuliana, SSf member).

8 In order to guarantee the anonymity of the interviewees, the real names were changed into fictitious 
names. All the interviews in Ferrara have been collected in April 2018, besides the quotes where another 
date is indicated.
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Afterwards, the area began to host also an aromatic herbs garden, a box for sug-
gestions and criticisms addressed to the SSf, and a notice board for the residents 
who had no access to the virtual Facebook wall.

During the negotiation with the municipal office to obtain permission, an impor-
tant mediating role was played by the Urban Centre.9 Since 2012, the Urban Cen-
tre had been developing participatory projects with Ferrara’s citizens about various 
issues. In 2014, it was focused on a project for the collective care of the city and 
wanted to contact citizens’ groups who were interested or already engaged in the 
concept of commons but not yet collaborating with the City.

«Working on this project, we began to think about the concept of commons, 
given that throughout Italy issues of commons were spreading. For us, [com-
mons] was the community, the collectivity when they were developing collec-
tive civic initiatives. So, the question was: in Ferrara who is developing initia-
tives that aim in some way to improve places and communities, for passion or 
personal interest? The Office for the public green areas had already been con-
tacted by people, who wanted…ehm…to put their hands to some little parks 
near home, or to plant trees or other things…so we began knowing these peo-
ple» (Caterina, Public Administration representative).

After receiving the Urban Centre’s proposal to cooperate, the SSf discussed it 
internally and considered whether its own participation might disadvantage the 
group in any way. Eventually, along with other groups of citizens, the SSf stepped in 

Table 2  Socio-demographic data of the social street’s members who participated in the focus group

For each of them, we indicate personal data (gender, age, nationality, educational grade, job) and place-
related data (the city of birth, when they move to Pitteri Street or when they move out, how many people 
they live with)

Participant M/F Age Nationality Education 
grade

Job City of birth Living in SSf 
area

Housing 
nucleus

Giuliana F 54 Italian High school Employee Ferrara From 1994 3
Noemi F 52 Italian High school Housewife Ferrara Until 2017 4
Giuseppe M 53 Italian High school Agent Ferrara Until 2017 4
Simone M 44 Italian Ph.D. Professor Ferrara From 2003 4
Piero M 72 Italian Junior high 

school
Retired Bologna From 1998 1

Laura F 52 Italian High school Nurse Ferrara From 2015 4
Silvano M 55 Italian High school Employee Ferrara From 2015 4
Raffaele M 24 Italian High school Employee Taranto From 2017 3
Palmina F 21 Italian High school Student Ferrara From 1996 3
Oscar M 56 Italian High school Technician Ferrara From 1994 3

9 The first UCs were born in the United States in the 60 s, arriving in Europe twenty years later. The Fer-
rara Urban Centre was born in 2010 as a Municipality public service aimed to support local initiatives of 
civic participation for the improvement of communities and places. Its objective is to create conditions, 
so that the local decisional processes, particularly the urban and territorial policies, are actually more 
open towards the civic communities living in Ferrara.
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and participated in the co-creation of a shared definition of commons for the City of 
Ferrara.

«Before the slowness of the public administration, all over Italy there are a lot 
of citizens who have decided to “do” something for themselves and the rest of 
the community. If the Municipality indirectly gains from it, well, this is not a 
problem. I also gain, because I live in a better place» (Carolina, RMf).

By 2017, the sixteen “communities of practice” (i.e. citizens’ groups, in the 
phrasing of Urban Centre) signed an agreement recognising that participation in 
public decisions meant first of all participating concretely in the social, economic 
and therefore political life of the city. The participatory process between these com-
munities, including the SSf, and the Urban Centre led to the modification of existing 
municipal regulations (e.g. Regulation for participatory governance of green pub-
lic areas), the implementation of new regulations (e.g. Regulation for participation 
in governance and care of commons) and the adoption of new manifestoes (Italian 
Manifesto of Participation, Manifesto of Commons).

In virtue of these regulations, the SSf signed a collaborative pact for the care of 
the green areas of Pitteri Street, which conceived a precise negotiation of actions 
and responsibilities of the SSf and the Municipality. The SSf was in charge of the 
cleaning and maintenance of the playground and the installed facilities (benches, 
library, etc.). The group always preferred an informal and horizontal organization 
to do it.

«The first of us who passes by and notices something to be repaired or fixed: 
“Guys, we should mow the grass, put in order the plants, settle the little 
library”. We ring us up, choose a day and do it» (Oscar, SSf member).

Nevertheless, this form of citizenship applied only to those few active mem-
bers engaged in the common care of the neighbourhood’s resources. The latter 
believed that, by paying public taxes, citizens became partially co-owner of the 
city, thus entitled to use and transform the public space for the well-being of the 
collectivity. Instead, other SSf members disagreed with this view, expecting to 
receive all necessary services from the City exactly because they pay public taxes.

«I think that cleaning is incorrect in this case. There is a problem, and 
someone must solve it. It’s not the citizens» (SSf member, from a post on 
the Facebook group of 15/09/17);
«One may say: “As a citizen I pay taxes, therefore I expect the Municipal-
ity to give me services”, or: “As a citizen, I pay taxes and, since I pay taxes, 
this portion of the road also belongs to me, therefore I have the right to put 
hands to it and to renew something”. in the beginning, I agreed more with 
the first point of view, but today, after the experience of the Social Street, I 
agree more with the second one» (Simone, SSf member).

This disagreement, together with another argument concerning the sale of 
fresh fruits and vegetables by a local producer in the street, caused a decrease in 
the number of members who engaged in public space care and collaboration with 
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the Urban Centre. So, only a few members remained involved in the neighbour-
hood’s commoning process and the community of practices network set by the 
Urban Centre, besides still meeting each other and valuing the group membership 
as precious.

«We keep coming here because even though we no longer live here, it was 
a beautiful way of getting to know our neighbours since it is now almost 
impossible to know who lives near you, at least in these areas […] we love 
knowing people and staying together» (Giuseppe, SSf member).
«It was useful to us to create a larger group of friends» (Giuliana, SSf mem-
ber);
«We created a gang, like when we were little!» (Simone, SSf member);

After the end of the field research in June 2018, the SSf continued to organ-
ise convivial activities, which also included the informal care of the common 
spaces and cleaning of the street. However, participation remains very low. When 
Covid-19 hit and the collective encountering moments stopped, these few mem-
bers managed to keep one-to-one relationships, losing the group dimension. On 
the administrative side of the City, between 2018 and 2019, the Urban Center 
completed a new public regulation for urban participation and signed other nine 
collaborative pacts with groups of citizens. Afterwards, the local government of 
Ferrara shifted to a right-wing political faction, raising doubts about the continu-
ation of the Urban Center’s participatory activities, which was supported by a 
left-wing government so far. Today, the Urban Center of Ferrara does not exist 
anymore and there are no traces of its work online.

From place attachment to commoning practices in Twenty 
September Social Street

The Social Street Residents in Twenty September Street10 (SSv) in Verona is located 
in the central neighbourhood of the city, even if its area is divided by the latter from 
the river. The zone is historical, strewn with ancient alleys, churches and Catholic 
missions, monuments, old military buildings and abandoned barracks. However, it 
is also the first housing unit in the city and it hosts the headquarters of the uni-
versity campus, which makes the district particularly frequented by young students. 
The inhabitants live in houses of few floors (three, on average) and the ground floors 
of the neighbourhood are mainly bars, restaurants, shops of traders and artisans, 
and eventually associations. There are no free green areas, which serve as meeting 
places, for play and leisure, while one can find private or public gardens, open only 
in certain time slots. The neighbourhood has always been both a destination and a 
passage of migratory flows. Besides Italians, the most common ethnic groups are 

10 The group was born in March 2014 within the neighbourhood “Veronetta”. In September 2016, at 
the moment of the cases’ selection, 132 members were registered in the Facebook group. As in Ferrara’s 
Social Street, counting the number of active and non-active member is not possible. In this case “sur-
roundings” is not explicit, but people living in contiguous streets can enter the group anyway.
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Africans, Sinhalese, Indians, Sri Lankans, Filipinos, and Indians; women from East-
ern Europe are also present. Due to these flows, but also to those of university stu-
dents and missionaries, the area is characterized by strong demographic change and 
low permanence.

Since the foundation of the SSv, its members shared a very strong place attach-
ment towards the neighbourhood, despite initially not having local social networks 
due to the high mobility of many residents. Indeed, compared to the previous case, 
more members of SSv arrived in the area less than 4 years ago and, in general, they 
come from different cities of Veneto Region or other regions and even countries 
(Table 3).

«It was born precisely from this widespread feeling of those who chose to live 
in Veronetta: it’s beautiful as a neighbourhood, I just don’t know my neigh-
bours because there is such a mobility» (Giacomo, SSv member and Third 
Sector representative11).

Soon after the group activation, its members set one weekly appointment. How-
ever, since the neighbourhood lacked a gathering public space, the participants met 
in NGOs’ venues or cafés, choosing those involved in ethical, sustainable and social 
activities for the territory and the local population.

«There are bars that help the neighbourhood. The Bar Buongiorno has opened 
in the place previously occupied by drug pushing, keeping itself aloof from 
this activity. In this way, the people suspected of drug pushing gave up doing 
it there. What we have promised ourselves as citizens is to have ethical behav-
iour, to take care to meet where people are and share what we do or need sup-
port» (Serena).

In the meantime, the NGO D-Hub, which was led by one of the SSv administra-
tors, decided to take over the management of the Nani garden12 in Twenty Septem-
ber Street, to promote it as a common resource in the neighbourhood.

«We decided to apply for the management of the former Nani Garden because 
we believe it is a common good that must be enjoyed together» (Serena, from a 
post on the Facebook group, 28/12/15).

After a few months, considering the willingness of the SSv members to also meet 
indoors without having to spend their own money, and being confident of the already 
established relationship between the NGO D-Hub and the District, the SSv adminis-
trator asked the District the permission to use the rooms of the former porter’s lodge 

11 In the case of SSv members who were also employees of Third Sector organisations, located either in 
Veronetta or in other Verona’s neighbourhoods, we interviewed them for both their roles. In the case of 
members who were engaged in voluntary activities, instead, we did not attribute them the double affili-
ation. All the interviews in Verona have been collected in May 2018, besides the quotes where another 
date is indicated.
12 The garden belonged to the ancient Bocca Trezza Palace (sixteenth century), which went to ruins for 
decades and it was abandoned. In 2018, the Municipality of Verona defined a requalification project both 
for the Palace and for the garden.
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in the Garden. The request was rejected by the local government, not deeming the 
SSv meetings suitable for the room and not understanding the values of the SSv. 
The latter’s informal and self-managed governance was considered a factor not to be 
shown up in the projects promoted by D-hub, which was, instead, already appreci-
ated by the Municipality.

The year after, once the District had acknowledged the simple aim of the SSv 
to socialize and take care commonly of the neighbourhood’s public space and after 
a constant mediation between the SSv and the District acted by the NGO D-Hub, 
the permission arrived. From then on, the Nani Garden became the SSv headquar-
ters and the neighbourhood hub, which different individuals and groups referred 
to, united by sharing the same space and the ability to collaborate for its use and 
maintenance. Besides the collaboration with D-Hub, the majority of SSv members 
always remarked the willingness to maintain the values of sociality and informal 
collaboration as primary, to the detriment of more formal and institutional projects.

«The priority is to get to know each other and share common reflections, 
with advice, ideas, and requests. The social street is not an association or a 
committee, but it has the purpose of favouring full participation of whom 
live in an area, through a spontaneous and flexible organisation. I would, 
therefore, give priority to the desire of seeing and confronting each other 
as “curious” citizens rather than to the more demanding projects involving 
political associations or institutions» (Patrizio, SSv member).

Although the Nani Garden had been reopened and governed by the SSv, 
D-Hub, and other NGOs of the neighbourhood, the redevelopment project of 
Bocca Trezza Palace was designed quite exclusively by the municipal offices. The 
attempt made by the Adult and Elderly Office of the Social Services of Verona 
Municipality resulted in a quick consultation of the SSv administrator, actually 
for its role in D-Hub more than for the SSv one.

«The social and the architectural part of the project was very fast and did 
not allow the possibility of making a participatory process and, therefore, to 
involve a whole series of subjects present in the neighbourhood. Of course, 
we have heard the social workers and those who work in the neighbour-
hood» (Veronica, Public Administration representative).

Consequently, the final project did not conceive of the Palace and the Garden 
as a common resource for the local neighbourhood community, designing them 
only to be used by citizens as  a “multipurpose” space for parties and various 
meetings. The informal nature of the SSv seemed to hinder again the full con-
sideration of the same as an urban actor to involve in the decision-making by the 
city institutions. However, the SSv legitimation depended also on the roles played 
by the public officers. The administrative staff often tried to open spaces of dia-
logue and collaboration with informal groups, such as the SSv, despite facing the 
opposite attitude of politicians, who were in line with Verona prevailing political 
tradition.
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«It was a way to bring citizens closer but also to work on active citizenship, 
on feasible, concrete collaborative relationships…then we need to under-
stand concretely if it is possible to put them into practice, inside an adminis-
tration that I don’t know how much awareness it has of what we are doing at 
the territorial level» (Nicoletta, Public Administration representative).

Another similar episode was the design process of the Regulation for Subsidi-
arity, developed entirely online. Thus, only the citizens having the possibility to 
use computers and the internet were involved.

In all these cases, an open and constant dialogue between the local admin-
istration and the citizens did not develop, impeding the development of shared 
responsibilities for the care of public places. The interactions between the City 
and the SSv members were occasional and not structured in real involvement in 
the decision-making process. On their side, the SSv members felt completely 
detached from the local government. The responsibility of public services and 
spaces was seen as centralised in the hands of political decision-makers and 
organised hierarchically.

«At the top, there is the institutional part, very conservative, at the bottom 
instead there are the citizens, with their social movements and social entrepre-
neurial realities that make “resistance”, carry on the concept of community, 
are more innovative» (Filippo, SSv member);

However, within the neighbourhood, Serena’s aspiration to make the Nani Garden 
a «common space in which to live, to exchange ideas, and to stay together» (from a 
Facebook post, 14/11/16) was achieved. SSv members and residents of the area con-
tinued to use it, experiencing the garden as an extension of their houses and perceiv-
ing the other members as similar.

«What happened is that within the Social Street we have recognized ourselves 
as similar people, who had similar interests, starting from not being subjected 
to the territory, but actively experiencing it to make and change the social con-
text» (Giacomo, local newspaper, January 2019).
«In the end, it is really like being at home» (Patrizia, SSv member).

After the end of the field research in June 2018, besides the usual socialising 
activities, the SSv members developed other two commoning projects: Ri-Ciak, to 
requalify an old and abandoned cinema in the neighbourhood and to transform it 
into a cinema of the community, which could be a place of aggregation, sociality 
and cultural offer; and Recup, to recover and redistribute food that is thrown away 
at the market because it is unsold even though it is still edible. Then, in 2019, the 
Regulation for Subsidiarity also became more widespread, reaching twenty-two 
signed pacts. Among these, the collaboration between the NGO D-Hub and the 
municipality for the management of the Nani Garden formalises all the activities 
that the NGO—together with the SSv—was already organising, while also giving 
greater recognition to the role of citizens in the management of the Garden. Moreo-
ver, during the Covid-19 pandemic, the SSv remained an important reference for the 
neighbourhood’s citizens, playing an expressive function (Bales and Talcot 1956) 
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and guaranteeing strong psychological support (Prandini and Ganugi 2022). To do 
so, the SSv members organized also online lunches and meetings to substitute the 
previous offline moments of encounter.

Social cohesion and reflexive interfaces

The contribution aims to investigate how alternative practices of public life address 
social isolation and disregard towards the public space, by fostering social cohesion 
from cultural and political perspectives. The definition of social cohesion leading 
the reflection brings in diversity, conflict, and negotiation as integral elements for 
the production of social cohesion (Novy et al. 2012; Fonseca et al. 2019). Thus, we 
analysed two Social Streets, taking into consideration the production of collective 
identity, shared culture, and strong attachment to the territory (cultural perspective), 
on the one hand, and the formation of citizens’ political role in managing and caring 
collectively the public space (political perspective), on the other hand, by looking at 
individuals, community and institutions at the neighbourhood scale (Table 4).

Both Social Streets gathered people who shared the place of residence and a 
widespread place attachment, without having local social networks with their neigh-
bours. However, the two groups have different territorial and socio-demographic 
characteristics. The Social Street in Ferrara was born in a highly residential area 
with many green and free-access spaces, mainly inhabited by Italian families, whose 
members are also the most active participants in the Social Street activities. The 
Social Street in Verona, instead, was born in a mixed-used territorial area, attended 
by local residents, Italian migrants, university students, foreign people, missionar-
ies and members of civil organizations. The area has no free-access green spaces. 
Moreover, in Verona, the majority of the most active participants of the Social Street 
are single persons or, eventually, couples and they shared, on the one hand, a similar 
background of high territorial mobility and, on the other hand, the engagement in 
Third Sector organisations and voluntary activities in the field of social and eco-
nomic inclusion, migration, and gender equality, being therefore engaged in the 
well-being of the community.

Participation in the two Social Streets helped the citizens to develop a sense of 
belonging to the local community, share ideas and interests, and detect common val-
ues among them. The latter resulted in the diffusion of an alternative way of expe-
riencing the public space, socialising outdoors, organising collective activities and 
implementing commoning practices to manage the neighbourhood’s commons. In 
Verona, the Social Street’s members collaborated with each other, with the NGO 
D-Hub and other organisations of the neighbourhood to take care of the public gar-
den and use it as headquarters of the local public life. In Ferrara, a smaller group 
of residents participated in the commoning practices due to the conflictual epi-
sodes about citizens’ role in managing the public space and collaborating with the 
local institutions. Overall, the intertwining between people’s and place’s identities 
increased both in Ferrara’s and Verona’s neighbourhoods. Therefore, the two Social 
Streets tackled the cultural and political perspectives of social cohesion within the 
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two groups, at the individual and community levels. However, merging the collected 
data with the additional information collected after the fieldwork and observing the 
groups in a longer time perspective, it seems that the similarities of life trajectories 
and family type between the Social Street members in Ferrara did not contribute to 
favour social cohesion in the neighbourhood. Indeed, only a few members of the 
Social Street maintain their personal relationships with others. In Verona, instead, 
the shared place attachment towards the neighbourhood, even though based on per-
sonal and culturally different backgrounds for each member of the Social Street, rep-
resented a strong positive factor for the cohesion of the group, which remains dense 
and active with the development of further common projects and initiatives, both 
offline and online during the pandemic.

Looking at the Social Streets-local governments relationship and the institutional 
level, both Social Streets were composed of citizens who were not previously in con-
tact with the public administration of Ferrara and Verona and were not involved in 
the decision-making for the governance of public spaces. The alternative practices 
of public life encouraged the two Social Streets to open the dialogue with their local 
governments. That is where differences between the two cases emerged.

In Ferrara, the behaviour of the Urban Centre to search for informal groups 
of citizens who are taking care of their local areas facilitated the negotiations 
of responsibilities among diverse actors in the city. The Urban Centre, indeed, 
opened a space for dialogue and contestation to confront institutional govern-
ance arrangements of the public space with new solutions proposed by citizens. 
Within this space of dialogue, the citizens, including the Social Street, negotiated 
the rights and responsibilities of their being public and, consequently, political 
actors. They had the possibility to shape public regulations which contribute to 
managing the urban space of the whole city and establish their role in the use 
and maintenance of the space itself. However, after 9 years of participatory pro-
cesses with the citizens, the City of Ferrara—with a change of the local party in 
power—stopped to fund the Urban Center which was dismantled.

In Verona, instead, the power of decision-making processes for the governance 
and care of public spaces remained in the hands of the local government and civil 
society groups which are already included in the urban governance. Indeed, the 
redevelopment process of the abandoned building and the subsidiarity regulation 
resulted from a dialogue between the City and these groups, missing to include 
counter-hegemonic groups, which may have different perceptions of citizenship 
and political actions. Also, the District’s initial refusal to allow the Social Street 
to use the garden depicted the reticence of local institutions in listening to and 
accepting alternative groups, interests and values. Thus, the increased political 
dimension of social cohesion within the Social Street did not coincide with the 
increase of the same dimension within Verona’s local institutions, at least not 
concerning the cohesion of the specific neighbourhood of Veronetta. Notwith-
standing, the NGO D-Hub played constantly the role of mediator between the 
Social Street as an informal group of citizens and the District as representative of 
the City. Thanks to this mediation, the District finally recognised the importance 
of the Social Street activities for the local population. This recognition was slow 



 SN Soc Sci           (2023) 3:105   105  Page 20 of 25

as was the dissemination of the Subsidiarity Regulation, which, later became an 
instrument of collaboration between the Social Street and the Municipality.

In the space for dialogue and contestation accessed by Ferrara’s Social Street, 
Municipality and other civil actors and in the mediating role acted by the NGO 
D-Hub in Verona, we recognise the arrangement of reflexive interfaces, which are 
organized moments and places where different actors can actually meet, dialogue 
and eventually negotiate, accepting the other participants’ interests, values and 
aims. Reflexivity is represented by the ability to reflect on negotiations and com-
munications, evaluate how to modify the negotiation process itself and change 
one’s behaviour or approach to achieve one’s goal and favour that of other groups 
(Archer 2012; Prandini 2013). The reflexive interfaces recall the mediating struc-
tures, conceptualised by Berger and Neuhaus (1977) to define the institutions 
standing between the individual in his private life and the large institutions of 
public life. The difference is that reflexive interfaces mediate public roles in the 
public realm (Lofland 1989; 1998) between collective actors. On the opposite, 
the similarity is that reflexive interfaces—as the mediating structures—need to be 
institutionalized in structures, or at least become legitimised collectively. If they 
are sporadic and occasional, they might be able to favour social cohesion in its 
political perspective, but temporarily and at a territorial micro-scale.

In the case of local governments, they are consultation and decision-making 
devices used to collect and listen to the needs and proposals of civil society and 
transform them into decisions: the Urban Centre in Ferrara is a reflexive interface. 
In the case of civil society groups, reflexive interfaces are representative roles of for-
mal and informal organizations set up to deal with the local government, as already 
pointed out by other studies on the role of non-profit organizations in encouraging 
community involvement to support social cohesion (see Shier et al. 2022): the NGO 
D-Hub in Verona is a reflexive interface.

Following the evolution of the Social Streets show the development of the two 
reflexive interfaces in both cities. When the Urban Center in Ferrara was dismantled, 
the Social Street lost the link with the municipality’s offices and the direct channel 
for communication with the institutions. The permanence of the mediating role of 
the NGO D-Hub allows the Social Street to seize the opportunity of collaborating 
with the City when the latter is finally ready. In this case, besides keeping constant 
over time, the reflexive interface is external from the public institutions of the city, 
so as to be independent of the power transformation between parties, and it is strictly 
intertwined, or internal, with the informal group of citizens and the organization of 
civil society. Thus, on a long-time perspective, the role played by a reflexive inter-
face such as the NGO D-hub seems more efficient in terms of favouring both the 
cultural and political perspectives of social cohesion at three levels: individual, com-
munity and institutions, even if local.
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Open conclusions for future research

Besides the evidence presented in the discussion, further considerations about the 
characteristics of this study are appropriate to reason out the contribution of this 
work. Research like this one should evolve for long period of time to investigate 
all the changing social, cultural, economic, political, and environmental dimensions 
which impact on social cohesion. The analysis conducted takes into consideration 
only the cultural and political perspective of social cohesion, according to the prob-
lematization of the concept (Novy et  al. 2012) and in reference to the two urban 
issues tackled here: social isolation and the crisis of public spaces. However, research 
about the four perspectives of social cohesion (socioeconomic, culture, ecology, and 
politics) would be necessary to address the complexity of all the dynamics which 
underpin inclusion and exclusion in political and social participation.

Moreover, the analysis focused on the Social Street phenomenon as one of the 
various citizens’ actions impacting isolation and the use of public space. Never-
theless, European cities represent the stage for many other similar experiences, 
which are either informally triggered by groups of citizens or activated by funded 
European or municipal projects (e.g. the Living Street13 and the Future Street14 in 
Belgium (Ganugi 2018) or the Play Street15 in UK. The study, therefore, may be 
useful to understand better those cases too or to investigate the enabling condi-
tions for the development of reflexive interfaces in different contexts.

Indeed, building on the previous studies, this contribution focuses on the inter-
dependencies between individuals, communities, and institutions (Fonseca et al. 
2019). Urban communities—such as Social Streets—can be enablers of alterna-
tive and innovative practices of participation in public life and socialisation activ-
ities (Harvey 2012; Moulaert et al. 2013; Eizaguirre and Pares 2018), by fostering 
a sense of belonging, place attachment, commoning practices and political action 
in the form of participation in public affairs. They can be a booster of social cohe-
sion culturally and politically (Miciukiewicz et  al. 2012) at the individual and 
community levels. However, to foster social cohesion in a long-term perspective 
at the institutional level and challenge mainstream cultural discourses and institu-
tional arrangements of public spaces governance, local alternative initiatives need 
to enter bottom-linked governance models thanks to the mediation of reflexive 
interfaces. The bottom-linked approach recognises the centrality of initiatives 
taken by those immediately concerned but stresses the necessity of institutions 
that would enable, gear, or sustain such initiatives through sound, regulated and 
lasting practices (Moulaert 2010; Eizaguirre et al. 2012; Moulaert et al. 2017).

Social cohesion is thus produced and increased when the links—that are the 
reflexive interfaces—between different territorial scales and actors are arranged, 
resulting eventually in urban capabilities (Sassen 2012), which are the ability to 
transform conflicts into new power structures precisely for those citizens who 

13 https:// www. leefs traat. be/ the- ghent- pione ering/; https:// stad. gent/ en/ city- gover nance- organ isati on/ 
featu red- proje cts/ living- stree ts.
14 http:// www. toeko mstst raat. be/.
15 https:// playi ngout. net/; https:// londo nplay stree ts. org. uk/; https:// lapla ystre ets. com/.

https://www.leefstraat.be/the-ghent-pioneering/
https://stad.gent/en/city-governance-organisation/featured-projects/living-streets
https://stad.gent/en/city-governance-organisation/featured-projects/living-streets
http://www.toekomststraat.be/
https://playingout.net/
https://londonplaystreets.org.uk/
https://laplaystreets.com/
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were previously excluded, and in the formation of innovative and alternative 
urban solutions.
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