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Abstract

The doctoral study documented in this thesis sought to develop a participatory 
framework for addressing built environment issues, particularly the pilot topic of 
domestic energy efficiency. The study was comprised of two distinct parts, 
encompassing an initial investigation to define the nature of the problem 
proposed for investigation, followed by the development and presentation of the 
framework in response.  

Theoretically, the study is a critique of current interpretations of public 
participation associated with mainstream built environment practice, drawing 
upon the concepts of postpolitics and depoliticisation. The critique draws 
particular attention to the pursuit of instrumental, functional interpretations of 
participation ahead of, or instead of, normative, principled interpretations. The 
critique of current participatory practices provided the foundations for 
developing a practical proposition in response. The participatory framework was 
influenced by the concepts of agonistics and crossbenching, insights from social 
design, and underpinned by the inherent emancipatory stance of participatory 
action research (PAR).

The project represents an example of co-produced research in respect to its 
constitution, the manner in which it was conducted, and in the resulting 
participatory framework. The research has been undertaken as a partnership 
between the University of Lincoln and Hull-based property consultants NPS 
Humber, with the support of a Collaborative Doctoral Award from the AHRC. 
The collaboration provided a productive means to employ the freedom of 
academic inquiry to address the real-world issue of domestic energy efficiency, 
as faced by built environment practitioners, householders and other 
stakeholders. 

The resulting framework, entitled Xchange, consists of five principles intended 
to encourage participatory activities that are more representative and 
responsive than those examined through the initial investigative activities. 
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Xchange encourages the use of public participation as a diagnostic activity, 
aimed at collating and juxtaposing varied sources of knowledge and experience 
on a given topic or situation as it currently stands. The type of portrait of the 
situation that may emerge could stand as a valuable outcome in its own right. 
Or it may provide a robust body of evidence upon which actions to manage the 
built environment could be developed. The approach offers the potential to 
validate multiple forms of knowledge, to broaden perspectives and 
understanding, and to forge or enhance connections between all involved.

Xchange is a proposition that holds significant potential to enhance the ways 
through which communities are involved in shaping the understanding and 
management of their surroundings. This potential is something that will be 
explored through further co-produced research beyond the timeframe of the 
doctoral study.
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0.1: Nature of the research

0.1.1: Co-production of research in context

The research detailed in this thesis is most appropriately described as an 
example of co-produced research. ‘Co-production of research’ has risen to 
prominence relatively recently, and has gained increased traction during the 
lifespan of this doctoral research project (dePury, 2013; Durose et al, 2012; 
Bracken et al, 2015; Kemp and Nurius, 2015; Polk, 2015; Campbell and 
Vanderhoven, 2016; Facer and Enright, 2016a, 2016b; Sachs and Clark, 2016; 
Gardinier, 2017). 

Co-production of research builds upon a number of more established concepts, 
such as the distinction between mode one and mode two research, and the 
concept of transdisciplinarity, both of which are examined in the following 
discussion. A source quoted frequently in the discussion is Campbell and 
Vanderhoven’s Knowledge that Matters (2016). The document provides a 
comprehensive and contemporary discussion of the co-production of research, 
drawing upon the collective expertise of the members of the N8 Research 
Partnership. 

Figure 1: Differences between mode one and mode two research (Abridged 
from Gibbons, et al, 1994: 3)

mode one research mode two research

“problems are set and solved in a 
context governed by the, largely 
academic, interests of a specific 
community”

knowledge production is “carried out 
in a context of application”

disciplinary transdisciplinary 

homogenous heterogenous

hierarchical and static heterarchial and transient

objective and rigid socially-accountable and flexible
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The co-production of research can be identified as an example of the more 
established concept of mode two research (Gibbons et al, 1994; Nowotny et al, 
2001; Dunin-Woyseth, 2010). The distinctions between mode one and mode 
two research are identified in Figure 1.

Campbell and Vanderhoven (2016: 13, 17) draw an effective parallel between 
the conception of mode one and mode two research and Schön’s conception of 
the varied topography of professional practice (1983: 42–43). Schön’s “high, 
hard ground”, where research-based theory can easily be applied, equates to 
mode one research. The “swampy lowland” that Schön assimilates to situations 
that are difficult to address but of greatest social concern, equates to mode two 
research. In this way, the potential value of mode two research can clearly be 
discerned, subject to the challenges associated with it being overcome. 

One means to tackle the challenges that problems in the “swampy lowland” 
present is through synergising the capabilities of different disciplines, and the 
capabilities of academics and non-academics. This type of collaboration is 
referred to as transdisciplinarity (Gibbons et al, 1994; Häberli et al, 2001: 7; 
Bracken et al, 2015), and is the major concept of mode two research (Dunin-
Woyseth, 2010: 65). 

Transdisciplinary research “starts from tangible, real-world problems” that are 
subsequently addressed through the combined efforts of an assembly of 
stakeholders (Häberli et al, 2001: 7). The stakeholders can be drawn from a 
varied range of backgrounds, including academia, practice, and wider society, 
as the topic demands (Bracken et al, 2015: 1293). The premise is that the sum 
of their collective knowledge will be greater than that of any single partner 
working on their own (Häberli et al, 2001: 7). The concepts of mode two 
research and transdisciplinarity effectively provide the foundation upon which 
the more recent body of literature concerning the co-production of research has 
been developed. 
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0.1.2: Defining the co-production of research

Co-production is a term that has currency in a range of contexts, not solely 
related to academic research. It has an arguably more evident association with 
public service design (Alford, 2014; Boyle et al, 2006; Boyle and Harris, 2009; 
Coote, 2010; Tuurnas, 2016). It has also, for example, been associated with 
forms of town planning (Albrechts, 2012; Parker et al, 2015), and has been 
allied with the concept of social innovation (Voorberg et al, 2014). Social 
innovation is discussed in more detail in chapter four. 

The co-production of research, in the simplest terms, can be appreciated as 
“partnership working between academics and non-academics” (Campbell and 
Vanderhoven, 2016: 3). It is a form of research that is considered to offer 
“greater prospects than more conventional extractive or transactional 
methodologies”  (ibid. 6), with the potential to deliver “both intellectual 
excellence and public benefit” (ibid.). Advocates of co-produced research argue 
that it effectively responds to criticisms that traditional forms of community-
based research can fail to provide meaningful opportunities for communities 
themselves to shape proceedings (Durose et al, 2012: 2). It makes relationships 
interactive, focussing on research with rather than research on people, and thus 
functions as a democratisation strategy (Campbell and Vanderhoven, 2016: 12). 
Its context can thus help to make research more relevant for non-researchers, 
and in the process prove valuable in demonstrating the impact of research to 
funders (Durose et al, 2012: 2, Campbell and Vanderhoven, 2016: 21–22). 

Co-produced research can be defined by way of four characteristics,

• mutual respect between collaborating partners

• fluid and permeable disciplinary and professional boundaries

• appreciation of value in all forms of knowledge, without a hierarchy
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• a normative concern with action, as opposed to focusing solely on 
analysis

(Abridged from Campbell and Vanderhoven, 2016: 7, 12).

Co-produced research is “simultaneously rigorous and relevant”, and 
simultaneously relevant in both academic and practical terms, delivering 
academic insight and public benefit (Campbell and Vanderhoven, 2016: 11, 17). 
It seeks to deliver not only better knowledge, but also more innovative and 
usable solutions to current problems (ibid. 23–25). 

0.1.3: Co-production of research in this doctoral study

This doctoral study represents a particularly vivid example of co-produced 
research, the above characteristics being discernible on three distinct levels, as 
outlined below.

0.1.3.1: Constitution of the research project

The project was established by way of a partnership between two academic 
disciplines (architecture and design) and built environment practice (a firm of 
property consultants), supported by a Collaborative Doctoral Award from the 
Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC).

0.1.3.2: Research design

Activities to investigate the issues raised in the initial proposal and to develop 
the participatory framework were conducted in collaboration with a range of 
non-academic stakeholders. The research was also intrinsically concerned with 
delivering both enhanced insight and a practical proposition in response.
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0.1.3.3: Output of the research project

The framework that was developed through the research project is concerned 
with facilitating interactions that are characteristic of co-produced research. In 
particular, it is concerned with validating multiple forms of knowledge, and 
forging productive connections between different stakeholders. The framework 
is discussed in more detail in chapter eight. 

0.1.4: Co-production of research as a form of real world 
research

A complimentary concept that helps to characterise the nature of the research, 
alongside co-production, is real world research (Robson, 2001; Robson and 
McCartan, 2016). Real world research is defined by Robson through comparing 
it to desk-based or laboratory-based research, which is controlled and closed in 
nature. Real world research, in contrast, is open and flexible (Robson, 2001: 4). 

Robson and McCartan (2016: 4) draw attention to the way in which much 
academic research is concerned with developing and extending academic 
disciplines, and is thus framed by issues of interest to academics. Real world 
research, consistent with co-produced research, acknowledges broader issues, 
which may include but are not exclusive to academic issues. Experience of 
everyday life is a common theme, with research aimed at developing better 
understanding of a given issue, or exploring means to address identified 
problems. 

Reiterating the parallels already made with Schön’s work (1983: 42–43), real 
world situations may be far more complex, messy even, than the subjects 
investigated in a laboratory (Robson, 2001: 4). However the forms of principled, 
careful and systematic inquiry characteristic of academic research provide an 
invaluable means to investigate them (Robson and McCartan, 2016: 4). Real 
world research provides a means by which researchers can break out of the 
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ivory tower of academia and use their skills to address issues that are affecting 
people’s lives directly (ibid. 4). 

The subjects that this research addresses, specifically public participation and 
domestic energy efficiency, are inherently real world issues. The adoption of a 
real world stance to this research reflects the belief that the most appropriate 
means to understand and seek to improve participatory practices is through 
direct immersion, rather than from a distance.

0.2: Research project constitution

0.2.1: Overview

The embodiment of co-production in this research was influenced by the 
constitution of the project, which originated in a successful proposal to the Arts 
and Humanities Research Council’s Collaborative Doctoral Award programme 
(henceforth AHRC CDA). The AHRC CDA programme was intended to facilitate 
the undertaking of research between academic institutions and non-academic 
partner organisations. CDA projects are framed as a means to provide access 
to resources that may not otherwise be available to one or other party in 
isolation, providing long-term benefits to both parties, and to wider society. The 
CDA programme also intended to provide a means to enhance the skills 
development of doctoral students, through exposure to contexts beyond 
academia (AHRC, 2016). 

The partners in the case of this project were the School of Architecture and 
Design at the University of Lincoln, and Hull-based property consultants NPS 
Humber. Each of the partners is discussed in more detail in the following 
sections. The partnership between the University of Lincoln and NPS Humber 
was relatively unusual in the context of the CDA scheme. Of a total of eighty 
four awards issued through the scheme during 2012 - 2013, eighty two projects 
concerned collaborations between academic institutions and a variety of 
museums, galleries, societies and associations. Only this project and one other 

�7



concerned collaboration between academia and business (AHRC, 2013: 85–
88). The type of partnership that this research project represents provided a 
unique opportunity to channel the freedom of academic inquiry towards 
addressing a real and pressing issue being faced by built environment practice. 
The partnership also provided a clear route towards the practical application of 
the findings of the research.

0.2.2: Practice-based partner: NPS Humber

NPS Property Consultants Ltd are a national organisation that deliver a 
comprehensive and flexible range of property services tailored to meet the 
needs of both public and private sector clients across the UK. The company is 
wholly owned by Norfolk County Council, and part of the broader Norse Group, 
which also provides facilities management and care services. NPS Humber is a 
joint venture company, founded in 2008, that brings together NPS Property 
Consultants and Hull City Council in order to provide building management 
services to the city of Kingston upon Hull and the surrounding region. NPS 
Group are the majority shareholders, but the profits are split equally with Hull 
City Council, with an annual turnover of around nine million pounds. The 
contract that instates NPS Humber has a fifteen year life span, and is due to run 
until 2023. 

NPS Humber offer a range of property consultancy service that were formally 
provided in-house by Hull City Council, who are now NPS Humber’s main client. 
Services provided include lettings and estate management, surveying, building 
maintenance, structural engineering, architectural design and landscape design. 
This research project has solely been concerned with the work of the 
architectural design team, particularly its remit in delivering energy 
improvements to domestic properties and increasing carbon savings on behalf 
of Hull City Council. 

Mr Steve George (SG), fulfilled the role of workplace supervisor, and played an 
important role in formulating the basis for the research on the part of NPS 
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Humber. SG is a chartered architect and a chartered manager, with over forty 
years experience in practice. SG’s background involved working as a 
community architect for Birmingham City Council, an approach to practice which 
he continued to apply on relocating to work for Hull City Council in the 1980s. 
Because of this, his appreciation of the value of the participation of non-
practitioners in the design process is well established. SG’s role as Design 
Manager, and subsequently as Director of Design at NPS Humber, included 
responsibility for developing new services to meet client needs, or the 
development of existing services in new ways to meet client needs. This 
capacity enabled him to pursue research as a means to assist built environment 
practice in addressing pressing, real world issues. 

The transition of property services from Hull City Council to NPS Humber in 
November 2008 provided greater flexibility to approach tasks in different ways. 
It also facilitated the possibility of undertaking research activities as a means to 
scope-out new services and to therefore develop a competitive edge. The topic 
of energy use came to prominence as the management of the former Hull City 
Council energy team came under SG’s remit at NPS Humber. An opportunity 
was identified to build upon existing links with the Lincoln School of Architecture 
to advance the type of services that the NPS energy team could offer. An 
opportunity was identified to develop a tool to assist Hull City Council to meet 
their greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets, as set in place by the 
Climate Change Act 2008. A Knowledge Transfer Partnership, henceforth KTP, 
was developed to undertake research to this effect, resulting in the creation of 
the Carbon4Cast toolkit (Carbon4Cast, 2015). 

An important outcome of the KTP hosted by NPS Humber was the identification 
of six factors that determine the energy efficiency of a building. Five of these 
were identified as being under managerial control, and thus could be forecasted 
by Carbon4Cast and ultimately controlled. However the sixth factor, the 
behaviour of building occupants, was not controllable. The identification of user 
behaviour as something outside of managerial control aligned with SG’s 
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ongoing concerns about the lack of householder involvement in strategies that 
sought to address domestic energy efficiency. 

The Community Energy Saving Programme (CESP) provided a contemporary 
manifestation of SG’s concerns in action. The CESP was a central government-
initiated programme, concerned with delivering energy efficiency improvements 
to households in deprived neighbourhoods across the UK (chapter one, part B). 
NPS Humber were involved in assisting Hull City Council to deliver the CESP in 
Hull, providing architectural design and project management services. The 
scheme successfully delivered the energy efficiency interventions, but SG’s 
concern was that works were effectively “being done” to households. Little 
scope was being provided for householders to contribute to the process, other 
than the initial choice to opt in or out of the programme. Concerns to this effect, 
combined with the positive experience of undertaking the KTP with the 
University of Lincoln, resulted in the case for this research being developed.

0.2.3: Academic partner: Lincoln School of Architecture and 
Design, University of Lincoln

Lincoln School of Architecture and Design has a tradition of teaching, research 
and consultancy on matters of participatory urbanism which lends itself to the 
remit of this research.  Dr Kathleen Watt (KW), and her colleagues championed 
the subject at the institution from the mid 1990s onward, and established a 
tradition for collaboration with external partners. Prior to 2004 the school was 
located in Hull, and thus the city was the focus of many of the participatory 
projects pursued by the school, involving various non-academic partners 
(University of Lincoln, 2003; Department for Transport, 2008). Such projects 
can, nonetheless, be summarised as applications of participatory techniques to 
pre-identified problems. The research documented in this thesis strikes a 
different approach, in seeking first to consider the nature of participatory 
practices being employed, and thence to use this understanding to develop an 
alternative approach. 
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Lincoln School of Architecture and Design also has expertise in design research 
which the research project drew upon. During the development of the proposal 
Professor Anne Chick’s (AC) expertise in the field of design for social innovation 
and sustainability was identified as being complimentary to KW’s interest in 
participatory urbanism. The two disciplines do not have a significant tradition of 
interrelationship, either within the school or in a broader sense (see Moulaert et 
al, 2010, for one example). They share, however, a concern for altering design 
processes to better incorporate the interests and needs of non-practitioners. For 
this reason it was deemed that the alignment of participatory urbanism and 
design for social innovation was worthy of further exploration. 

0.2.4: Nature of the partnership

Figure 2: Modes of co-production of research (Martin, 2010: 214)

The balance between the contributions of the project partners can be 
appreciated through reference to two models that attempt to classify the 
different possible forms that co-produced research can take. Martin’s 
classification (2010: 213–217) clarifies this research project as an example of 
the fourth type of co-production of research, or ‘practitioners as 
commissioners’ (Figure 2). Indeed, NPS Humber were involved in all stages of 
the design of the investigation. 

Robson and McCartan (2016: 10) warn of the potential dangers to academics of 
becoming a ‘hired hand’, and of the possibility that partnership with business 
may be seen as “capitulation to the values of an enterprise culture”. However 
these words of caution are mediated against their suggestion of the benefits 
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that the involvement of a non-academic partner can bring in terms of enhancing 
the relevance of research and the likelihood of it being put into practice. 

In its most productive form Robson suggests that partnerships are between 
equals and are not exploitative in either direction; “there is genuine 
exchange” (Robson, 2001: 11). It is fair to say that this has been the experience 
of the partnership behind this research, presenting a range of opportunities that 
would not have emerged in a purely academic or a purely commercial project. 
For example, access to NPS Humber’s live projects and network of contacts 
provided a real-world context for the academic elements of the project. At the 
same time, the involvement of the University of Lincoln provided the scope to 
use these resources in ways that NPS Humber may not otherwise have 
considered or been able, such as in conducting in-depth semi-structured 
interviews or a policy analysis. 

0.2.5: Initial research proposal

The research project was the subject of a prescriptive research proposal at the 
outset, co-written by the project partners, in order for an application for funding 
to be made to the AHRC’s CDA programme. The Case for Support (appendix 
1.1) provides a more detailed discussion of how the research was envisaged at 
the outset, as summarised below. 

The aim of the research was to explore potential synergies between established 
participatory practices associated with the built environment disciplines and 
more recent insights from the emerging field of design for social innovation, as a 
potential means to address the issue of behaviour and domestic energy 
efficiency. The core research question was framed accordingly:

How can we blend concepts and methodologies in design for social 
innovation with traditional participatory design practices in architecture and 
planning to create a social learning framework to facilitate stakeholders in 
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creating more sustainable lifestyles, especially with regards to reducing 
domestic energy consumption?

The aim of synergising insights from both disciplines was to enable a more 
holistic model of built environment practice to be developed, not just concerned 
with the potential of technological intervention. Synergy was also envisaged as 
a means to allow the experience of participatory design processes associated 
with the built environment disciplines to be drawn-upon by other design 
disciplines. The core research question was underpinned by six objectives, 
which identified anticipated areas of interest.

1. Examine definitions, theories and methodologies associated with 
design for social innovation as practiced in knowledge and facilitation 
hubs such as the DESIS network, the DOTT programme, IDEO, and 
others. 

2. Use published case study material to conduct a critical analysis of the 
application of participatory design tools and techniques in the context 
of architecture and planning practice. 

3. Identify, prioritise and synthesise new and existing participatory 
approaches and methods and create a framework for engaging 
stakeholders in the generation of ideas, proposals and strategies for 
implementing energy saving initiatives.

4. Devise an evaluative methodology based on participatory appraisal 
techniques to continuously assess the social learning achieved.

5. Test the framework in a number of live projects undertaken by NPS 
Humber.

6. Create a model of practice suitable for wider application, based on the 
results of ongoing and iterative formative self-evaluation.
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An important part of the original proposal was the proposed methodology. The 
intention was that participatory action research (PAR) would provide the basis 
for approaching the research tasks, reflecting its nature as an approach to 
research that has an inherent concern for delivering change and emancipation. 
It was envisaged that research tasks would be structured according to the 
action research cycle, incorporating phases of planning, action, observation and 
reflection. The proposal also acknowledged the intention to develop the 
framework in the context of live projects in Hull, with the direct involvement of 
the associated communities. Access to live projects was to be provided by NPS 
Humber, and likely to include domestic energy efficiency improvement 
schemes, such as those funded by the Community Energy Saving Programme 
(CESP). 

Following approval by the AHRC, the original proposal provided the foundations 
for the commencement of the research activities in November 2012. A number 
of conscious amendments were made once work on the research had 
commenced, in direct response to initial activities to interpret and contextualise 
the issues that it raised (chapter five). Heller (1986: 4–6) verifies this type of 
initial exploration and refinement as an integral feature of research that accords 
with his description of ‘researcher-client equity’, part of a broader model that 
classifies different ways in which the relationship between ‘researcher’ and 
‘client’ can be played-out.

‘Researcher-client equity’ is characterised by the problem to be investigated 
being identified by the client. The initial stages of research then involve 
examination of the “presenting problem” (Heller, 1986: 4–6) by the researcher. 
The process is intended to clarify the true nature of the problem, and the 
existence of any sub elements that are deserving of priority attention. This is 
very much the way in which this research was approached. The activities to 
interpret the original research proposal are detailed in chapters one to four, 
concluded by a statement of the amendments that were made to the original 
proposal in chapter five. 
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0.3: Research design

0.3.1: Overview

The specifics of the research design are discussed in detail in the respective 
chapters of the thesis. However, a number of concepts act as useful 
accompaniments to the notion of the co-production of research in order to 
characterise the research design. 

0.3.2: Naturalistic inquiry

The umbrella term of naturalistic inquiry provides an accurate description of the 
nature of the research design. Naturalistic inquiry is an approach to research 
that is premised upon “a profound respect for the character of the empirical 
world” (Denzin, 1971: 168), and one that is “very dependent upon 
context” (Erlandson et al, 1993; 16). Approaching research from a naturalistic 
perspective involves avoiding attempts to control or manipulate the setting of 
whatever phenomena is under investigation, and accepting the real-world 
context exactly as it presents itself (Patton, 1990: 39–42; 2015: 48; Beuving and 
deVries, 2014: 16). Naturalistic inquiry is concerned with “studying people in 
everyday circumstances by ordinary means”, including observing and 
attempting to understand their situation, and reporting observations back to 
them (Beuving and deVries, 2014: 15). In doing so, naturalistic inquiry is an 
attempt to “bridge the gulf that has emerged between social scientists on the 
one hand and the rest of humanity on the other hand” (ibid.). All of these 
elements accurately describe the nature of the research detailed in this thesis. 

0.3.3: Elements of naturalistic inquiry

The concept of naturalistic inquiry has a robust heritage, influenced by a range 
of scholars, of which Athens (2010) provides a useful overview. The 
components of naturalistic inquiry defined by Lincoln and Guba (1985: 187–
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220) are particularly valuable in characterising the research design detailed in 
this thesis (Figure 3). 

Figure 3: The Flow of Naturalistic Inquiry (abridged from Lincoln and Guba, 
1985: 188).
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Addressing each of the elements of Lincoln and Guba’s diagram in turn helps to 
demonstrate their relevance to the stages of this research, as eventually 
manifest.  
  
0.3.3.1: Natural setting

The research was concerned with examining real-world issues in their natural 
setting, and in developing a responsive proposition that was contextually aware 
and appropriate. 

0.3.3.2: Human instrument

The researcher played the central role in designing and conducting all of the 
research activities detailed in the thesis. All of the characteristics that Lincoln 
and Guba (1985: 192–195) attribute to the human as research instrument were 
thus embodied, namely,

• responsiveness to personal and environmental cues

• adaptability to the changing demands of situations as they emerged

• ability to comprehend the holistic nature of situations and the context 
within which they sit

• capacity to process insights as they emerged, and to respond to them, or 
to seek further clarification where required (processual immediacy)  

• capacity to explore atypical or idiosyncratic responses as they emerge 

0.3.3.3: Tacit knowledge

Tacit knowledge played a central role in the research. The initial stages of the 
research sought to access and appreciate tacit knowledge as part of 
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interpreting the “presenting problem” (Heller, 1986: 4–6). Equally, the framework 
that was developed through the research is concerned with accessing, sharing 
and assigning value to tacit knowledge. 

0.3.3.4: Qualitative methods

The methods used to progress the research were inherently qualitative in 
nature, including semi-structured interviewing, an interpretative policy analysis, 
and observation and documentation of practical activities.  

0.3.3.5: Emergent design (flexibility)

The research was subject to some prescription at the outset, but the way in 
which it was conducted embraced a flexible, emergent approach. For example, 
attention was paid to developing a contextual appreciation of the situation 
identified for investigation, rather than simply accepting the original research 
proposal. The approach resulted in a range of additional insights being brought 
to light, and the subsequent refinement of the research question and objectives, 
detailed in chapter five. 

0.3.3.6: Purposive sampling

Rather than seeking representative or generalisable cases and data, the 
research activities employed purposive sampling in order to respect and reflect 
the nature of the situations under investigation, with a focus on detailed 
portrayal. 

0.3.3.7: Inductive data analysis

Inductive analysis was the primary strategy adopted to interpreting the varied 
sources of data assembled through the research activities. This provided a 
means to make sense of the data (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 202) and, in the 
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case of interviews and practical activities, allowed the voices of participants to 
be heard authentically. 

0.3.3.8: Grounded theory

The research did not represent a strict application of grounded theory in the 
manner proposed by Glasser and Straus (1967), and elaborated by Charmaz 
(2014), which encompasses a number of distinct phases. The approach can, 
however, be deemed as an example of grounded theory in a general sense, in 
that it was concerned with assembling a proposition based upon the insights 
uncovered, rather than testing or applying a pre-existing theory (Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985: 204). 

0.3.3.9: Negotiated outcomes

The co-produced nature of the research meant that negotiation was a 
fundamental element of the research design. The focus on the subject of public 
participation, and the adoption of participatory action research as methodology, 
only served to magnify the importance of negotiation across all elements of the 
project. 

0.3.3.10: Other elements

The other elements of Lincoln and Guba’s model are less relevant to the overall 
research design, but can be identified as elements of the participatory 
framework that was ultimately developed. The reports produced to 
communicate the findings of interviews with householders (appendix 3.8) and 
the insights collated through one of the public events hosted (appendix 5.17) 
are vivid examples of case reports. They embrace ‘thick description’ and 
provide the reader with “a vicarious experience of the inquiry setting” (Lincoln 
and Guba, 1985: 214). 
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There is no presumption of nomothetic (generalisable) results emerging from 
the types of participatory activities that the resulting framework is intended to 
encourage. The insights that emerge from it are acknowledged as purely 
idiographic; relevant at the time and place, and particular to each person 
involved. It is useful to highlight the characteristics above as part of clarifying 
the nature of the research, but they are more effectively appreciated in context, 
as detailed in the subsequent chapters.  

0.4: Thesis structure

The thesis can broadly be divided into two parts. The first part, encompassing 
chapters one to five, concerns the activities to investigate and contextualise the 
problem detailed in the original research proposal. Chapter one details the 
activities to investigate the presenting problem, encompassing two schedules of 
interviews and a policy analysis, focussed upon the issue of domestic energy 
efficiency in Hull. 

Chapter two is concerned with contextualising the insights discussed in chapter 
one, particularly the potential for variance in the nature of public participation. 
The chapter examines the difference between instrumental and normative 
interpretations of public participation, and the difference between the ideals of 
theory and the realities of practice. The chapter concludes through the 
identification of postpolitics and depoliticisation as concepts which help to 
explain the nature of public participation that the research proposal sought to 
address. 

Chapter three explores responses to postpolitics and depoliticisation, 
particularly Mouffe’s concept of agonistics and Miessen’s related concepts of 
critical spatial practice and crossbenching. Chapter four addresses the field of 
social design, identified in the original research proposal as the potential source 
of insights to augment participatory practices traditionally associated with the 
built environment. Chapter five concludes the first part of the thesis by way of a 
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re-evaluation of the original research proposal, in light of the insights brought to 
light through the course of the preceding chapters. A reframed research 
question and supporting objectives provide the direction for the second part of 
the thesis, detailing the development of the participatory framework. 

The second part of the thesis, encompassing chapters six to nine, details the 
activities to develop the participatory framework. The methodological foundation 
of the development activities, a bespoke interpretation of participatory action 
research (PAR), is detailed in chapter six. The chapter also pays specific 
attention to ethical considerations, and the particular approach to facilitation that 
was adopted for the developmental activities. Chapter seven details the 
collaborative activities that were facilitated in the Boulevard and Avenues 
neighbourhoods of Hull in order to support the development of the participatory 
framework. 

The resulting framework of participatory principles, entitled Xchange, is 
presented in chapter eight. Each of the components of the framework is 
discussed in turn, in addition to an examination of the similarities and 
differences between Xchange and other participatory frameworks. Discussion of 
the initial reception of the framework by key stakeholders outlines a number of 
potential lines of progression beyond the doctoral study. 

Chapter nine, the conclusion, summarises the contents of the thesis as a whole, 
reviews the aims and objectives, and details reflections upon the research 
strategy and design. The conclusion culminates in the identification of potential 
next steps in order to advance the participatory framework. The appendices 
collate documentation that supports the investigative and development 
activities, as referenced throughout the main body of the text.
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Chapter 1: Examining perspectives on domestic 

energy efficiency improvement projects in Hull
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1.1: Overview

The three investigative activities detailed in this chapter were undertaken in 
order to assemble a more detailed understanding of two key matters identified 
in the initial research proposal. The first was the perceived lack of appreciation 
of behavioural strategies as a means to address domestic energy efficiency. 
The second concerned the perceived subordinate, passive role of the public in 
strategies to improve domestic energy efficiency.

Faithful to a naturalistic approach to inquiry, that stance adopted was that the 
issues stated in the research proposal should not simply be taken at face value. 
This was not on the basis of disagreement. Rather, the aim was to develop a 
more detailed understanding of the two lead issues, to augment the perspective 
of NPS Humber with the views of other stakeholders, and potentially to uncover 
other insights of relevance that were not identified in the proposal. The belief 
was that this strategy would provide a firmer foundation upon which to explore 
potential progressions, specifically the development of the participatory 
framework anticipated in the research proposal. 

The remit of the investigative activities was shaped by the contents of the 
original research proposal, specifically the CESP (Community Energy Saving 
Programme), the role of both built environment practitioners and the public, and 
the city of Hull. The fact that the CESP was no longer an active programme 
when the investigative activities commenced in 2013 provided the perspective 
necessary to examine it as a whole, including its inception, application, 
outcomes and longer term impacts. The domestic energy efficiency 
improvement measures that it funded were still extant, and the experience of 
householders and practitioners involved could also be investigated.

The research design adopted was influenced by a post-completion 
questionnaire administered by Hull City Council to households involved in a 
CESP-funded project (appendix 1.2). The framing of the questionnaire 
demonstrates a bias towards acquiring responses that could easily be 
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summarised. It also demonstrates evidence of the prior scripting of topics, with 
a focus placed upon works to deliver the CESP. The reasons for Hull City 
Council adopting this approach could be appreciated, such as the large size of 
the target audience, potential resource constraints, and the purpose of the 
exercise as a means to identify any outstanding issues. Yet the design limited 
the types of response that were possible, and focussed attention solely upon 
the views of householders. Consequently it was believed that a schedule of 
investigative activities that embraced academic freedom, including a more open 
approach to questioning, and the inclusion of the views of relevant built 
environment practitioners, could be a valuable undertaking. 

The three investigative activities represented a structured approach to 
examining the issues surrounding the case of the CESP in Hull, and intended to 
provide a firm basis on which to consider potential progressions. The planning 
of each of the three investigative activities is detailed in the respective section. 
The overall plan for the activities initially envisaged the two schedules of 
interviews, but not the CESP policy analysis. 

The value of consulting the policy context of the CESP came to prominence 
following the interviews with practitioners, as detailed in section 1A. The 
findings suggested that the actions of practitioners involved in delivering CESP-
funded projects were being constrained by forces beyond their control. It was 
thus decided that a closer inspection of the policy context of the CESP would be 
a useful exercise, as detailed in section 1B. The interviews with householders 
consequently became the third investigative activity, as detailed in section 1C. 
The open questioning style adopted ensured that the findings of the previous 
two exercises did not influence the householders’ responses. 

The analysis included in each section is cumulative, reflecting upon the findings 
of the specific task, but also considering their contribution to the emerging 
evidence base as a whole. The concluding section of the chapter, 1D, offers a 
reflection upon the collective contribution of the three investigative activities to 
the direction of the research. 
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1A: Investigating the experience of built 

environment practitioners
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1A.1: Introduction

The aim of the first investigative activity was to assess the perspective of built 
environment practitioners. It took the form of a schedule of interviews, which 
sought to examine how different organisations in Hull worked with the public on 
the subject of domestic energy efficiency. The research design balanced the 
research aim against practical and ethical considerations. The initial intention 
had been to focus solely upon organisations involved in delivering the CESP. 
The remit was eventually widened to include other organisations involved in 
engaging with the public in Hull and the surrounding region on the subject of 
domestic energy efficiency. The rationale for doing so was that this would 
provide a useful form of comparison. In addition to the primary aim, the 
interview process provided an opportunity to make contact with local 
organisations, opening the possibility for further interactions as the project 
developed. 

1A.2: Examination of precedents

The bespoke nature of the task, particularly its focus upon Hull, and the variety 
of organisations represented, meant that no direct precedents were identified. 
Allan et al (2013) undertook a study into the CESP in Hull, but this was 
focussed upon one neighbourhood, and placed an emphasis on the benefits 
received by householders, rather than the work of the organisations involved. 
The findings of their study do, however, prove a useful companion to the 
findings of the three exercises detailed in this chapter, and particularly to the 
interviews with householders. Further detail is provided in sections 1C.3.5 and 
1C.9. 
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1A.3: Research design

1A.3.1: Framing the interviews

The design of the schedule of interviews was inspired by a range of scholars in 
the field of qualitative investigation. Roulston (2014: 297) is clear that there is 
no such thing as a correct way to undertake qualitative interviews, and identifies 
a spectrum of different purposes. Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2014: 19–20) 
present a bipartite classification of the possible types of qualitative research 
designs, comprising of fixed and loose designs. The interviews with 
practitioners, as with all other practical activities undertaken as part of the 
research project, were characterised by a relatively loose design. The same 
bipartite classification is also upheld by Flick (2007: 27), who interprets fixed 
design as “formal”, and loose designs as “purposive” or “flexible”. The latter 
provides a clear link to the flexible, real-world nature of the project as a whole. 

The approach adopted to interviewing practitioners was intended to 
demonstrate a respect and responsiveness to the context being explored, and 
the conscious avoidance of enforcing preconceptions upon it or upon the 
interviewees. Instead, the intention was to allow the experiences of the different 
organisations involved to be appreciated in an authentic manner. 

The aim of the interviews was not “to change the respondent’s attitudes and 
behaviour but to reveal it” (Keats, 2000: 7). It was, however, recognised that 
encouraging interviewees to reflect upon the topic in a manner different to that 
of their everyday practice may serve as an opportunity for perspective 
enhancement. This is something that Keats also acknowledges (ibid.). Providing 
constructive, holistic ‘thinking space’ in this way was seen as a potential benefit 
of the interview process, but as a fortuitous by-product, rather than an actively-
pursued goal. 

The interviews were not strictly ethnographic in nature, but demonstrated a 
strong correlation with the principles of ethnographic interviewing (Angrosino, 
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2007: 42–51). Similarities included a balance between a conversational format 
and a set of themes to address, the pursuit of a deeper understanding of the 
themes, and the accommodation of digressions towards aspects of the topics of 
most interest to each interviewee. The research design equally reflected the 
naturalistic nature of the investigation as a whole, accepting the real-world 
context as it presented itself, and avoiding manipulating or imposing 
preconceptions upon it (Patton, 2015: 48–50). 

1A.3.2: Sampling strategy

A purposive sampling design was adopted, as opposed to a systematic or 
stratified approach. Silverman (2014: 60) outlines that purposive sampling 
allows cases to be identified for inclusion on the basis of their relevance to the 
study, as opposed to their statistical significance, or in order to demonstrate 
objectivity. Patton (2015: 264) agrees, and identifies the likelihood of the 
samples in a qualitative study being fewer in number but greater in depth. The 
above points are all illustrative of the approach adopted. Patton (2015: 266–
307) provides extensive and clear guidance on the subject of purposive 
sampling, which provides a useful means to explain the strategy adopted. 

The primary influence was utilisation-focussed sampling (type 28), which Patton 
locates within the broader category of Instrumental-Use Multiple-Case 
Sampling. The essence of this approach to sampling is to assemble a set of 
cases that are “relevant to the issues and decisions of concern to an identifiable 
group of stakeholders and intended users” (ibid. 295). The issues raised in the 
research proposal were the driver of the sample selection, reinforced by 
discussions with SG from NPS Humber. The result was the definition of a set of 
factors that shaped the sample, as detailed below. 

The sampling strategy was also influenced to some degree by maximum 
variation (heterogeneity) sampling, type 13 from Patton’s categorisation (2015, 
283). It was decided that it would be advantageous to identify a range of 
different types of organisation, in recognition of the variety of different types of 
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organisation in Hull that engaged with the public on the subject of domestic 
energy efficiency. The intention was to allow comparisons to be made between 
cases, and for similarities and differences to be identified. 

The initial sampling activities were guided by two considerations. The focus was 
first placed upon the city of Hull and the surrounding region, reflecting the 
geographical remit of NPS Humber. The focus was further refined to focus upon 
organisations who were known to be involved in liaising with the public on the 
subject of domestic energy efficiency. The decision was taken to not set the 
focus solely upon organisations involved in CESP-funded projects, which could 
potentially limit the sphere of inquiry. “Decentering” in this way is a strategy to 
develop a sense of context through exploring what might otherwise be 
considered as peripheral cases (Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014: 36).

The aim was to secure approximately ten interviews. Fifteen organisations were 
approached in the first instance, on the expectation that not all of the leads 
followed would be productive. The identification of the different types of 
organisations drew upon initial discussions with SG about the CESP. The types 
of organisations approached included,

• 1 x local authority department

• 4 x energy companies

• 4 x not for profit organisations / charities

• 1 x property consultancy

• 1 x building contractor

• 4 x registered social landlords

Suitable contacts were identified within each of the fifteen organisations. Care 
was taken to seek clarification at the outset that the organisation and individual 
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were willing and able to be involved. In all cases initial contact was made via 
email, accompanied by a prologue which provided details about the interview 
and the research project. More details about the prologue are discussed in 
section 1A.3.4, which details ethical considerations. 

A week after sending the initial emails, follow-up telephone calls were made to 
each of the contacts, resulting in nine interviews being secured, as follows,

• 1 x local authority departments

• 4 x not for profit organisations / charities

• 1 x property consultancy

• 1 x building contractor

• 2 x registered social landlords

The only group not represented in the eventual schedule was energy suppliers. 
Four different suppliers had been approached, but none of the contacts made 
felt able to assist in the process. In spite of this omission, it was considered that 
the assembled schedule of interviewees would provide a wealth of insight into 
the target subject.

The initial schedule of nine interviewees was eventually augmented as a result 
of new contacts being made during the course of the interviews. Pursuit of 
these contacts resulted in two additional interviews being secured, as follows,

• 1 x not for profit organisation / charity

• 1 x local authority department 
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1A.3.3: Instrumentation

The instrumentation adopted was an example of the “interview guide approach”  
Patton (2015: 438), which provided a balance between prescription and 
flexibility. A framework, or outline guide, was produced for the interviews at the 
outset, assisted by Patton’s guidance (1990: 283–284; 2015: 438–442). Prior 
definition of the themes to be addressed provided consistent points of reference 
between the different organisations, providing the potential for cross-case 
comparison (Miles, Huberman and Saldaña, 2014: 39). 

The themes were defined through discussion with SG from NPS Humber. It was 
agreed that the two key themes detailed in the original research proposal 
needed to be addressed. This included a perceived lack of appreciation of 
behavioural strategies in efforts to improve domestic energy efficiency, and the 
subordinate, passive role played by the public. It was decided that posing the 
two themes directly may not prove effective. Instead, fourteen more specific 
themes were identified, aimed at addressing the various stages of engagement 
with the public on domestic energy efficiency matters, and contextualising the 
situation of the interviewee and their organisation (appendix 2.1). 

The ordering of the topics was influenced by both Alvesson (2011: 54–55) and 
Keats (2000: 25, 49), who identify a three-phase approach to interviewing. 
Keats suggests moving from the general to the specific, starting with the least 
threatening or challenging topics as a means to develop a positive rapport with 
an interviewee. The central section of the interview, as Keats suggests, was 
used to address the core topics of interest, followed by a purposeful wind-down 
in order to provide a sense of release. 

The default intention was that the interviews would be conducted through 
addressing the topics in the order detailed in the outline (appendix 2.1). 
Diversion from the order was not, however, problematic, subject to all of the 
topics being addressed by the end of the interview. Facilitation of fluid and 
engaged dialogue with each interviewee was a more important outcome. This 
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aim was supported by the decision to produce an audio recording of each 
interview, ensuring that all elements of the dialogue were captured. Making an 
audio recording also removed the need to take written notes, maintaining focus 
and avoiding distracting pauses in the dialogue. 

1A.3.4: Ethical considerations

The combination of the sampling strategy and the instrumentation meant that 
the potential existed for sensitive information to be discussed and documented 
during the course of the interviews. The issues and proposed mitigations were 
communicated to potential interviewees by way of an interview prologue. 

The production of an interview prologue was inspired by guidance on ethics in 
participatory research produced by by the Centre for Social Justice and 
Community Action at Durham University and the National Coordinating Centre 
for Public Engagement (CSJCA and NCCPE, 2012). Such a prologue, or 
working agreement, was considered to offer a means to establish a shared 
foundation for the interviews, and demonstrate a commitment to ethical 
conduct. In developing the prologue the guidance from CSJCA and NCCPE was 
cross-referenced with the University of Lincoln’s Research Ethics Policy 
(University of Lincoln, 2011) in order to ensure that all potential considerations 
were addressed. 

The commitment to producing a prologue was first communicated in an 
application to the University of Lincoln’s College of Arts Ethics Committee for 
ethical approval for the research in June 2013 (appendix 2.2). The application 
was commended by the Ethics Committee for its thoroughness and commitment 
to ethical research. The subsequent interview prologue (appendix 2.3) first 
detailed the purpose of the interviews, followed by identification of the key 
ethical considerations and mitigating procedures, where appropriate. The 
document outlined the intention to make an audio recording of each interview, 
for the purpose of producing a written transcript. It was made clear that both the 
recording and written transcript would be held securely, and would only be 
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made available to the project supervisors on request. Interviewees were offered 
copies of both the recording and transcript of their interview for their information. 

An important inclusion in the prologue was the promise of anonymity for all 
interviewees and their respective organisations, in whatever format their 
contributions were subsequently applied or presented. The prologue also 
clarified that no incentives were to be offered for participation in the interview 
process, and that interviewees could withdraw from the research at any point. 
Finally, contact details were also provided for both the researcher and the 
project supervisors, providing a means by which interviewees could seek 
clarification if necessary. 

1A.4: Conducting the Interviews

The schedule of interviews commenced by way of a pilot, which clarified the 
appropriateness of the instrumentation adopted. The full schedule of interviews 
then followed. Interviewees were offered the choice of hosting the interview in 
their own place of work, attending the offices of NPS Humber, or an alternative 
location at their discretion.

A notable issue encountered during the course of the interview schedule was 
that one interviewee requested that an audio recording not be made of their 
interview. The request was duly respected, but this entailed taking written notes 
during the interview, which made the goal of an organic discussion difficult to 
attain. Upon reviewing the notes, the clarity and richness of the views elicited in 
the interview were compromised. This concern eventually led to the interview 
being excluded from the final data set, with the final sample consisting of ten 
interviews. 
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1A.5: Transcription

The ten transcripts focussed upon content as opposed to language, consistent 
with what King and Horrocks (2010: 142) identify as contextualist or realist 
traditions. The transcription process focussed solely on the verbal components 
of the interviews, and upon standard orthography of the words spoken (Kowal 
and O’Connell, 2014: 70–74). The decisions reflected the number of interviews 
to be transcribed, the information that was being sought, and the timeframe 
available. 

The researcher’s level of prior experience of the transcription process was also 
a key factor, as this did not extend to denoting the prosodic (pitch, loudness 
etc.) or paralinguistic (breathing, laughing etc.) components of interviews 
(Kowal and O’Connell 2014: 66–67). A more detailed approach to transcription 
could have yielded more nuanced insights. Nonetheless this would have 
represented a deviation from the aim of the exercise, and potentially focused 
attention on the individual, rather than organisation they represented. The 
ultimate decision was that the level of detail that would be elicited through the 
verbal components of the interviews would be sufficient. 

The researcher transcribed each of the audio recordings manually, using 
Microsoft Word and ExpressScribe, the latter proving invaluable due to its ability 
to slow down audio recordings and play them as continually advancing loops. 
The process provided a useful opportunity to engage with and reflect upon the 
issues discussed in the interviews in greater detail, providing a useful prelude to 
undertaking analysis. 

1A.6: Coding

The interview transcripts were coded in order to extract insights ready for 
analysis, using the online qualitative data analysis software package Dedoose. 
A form of thematic analysis was employed, guided by the work of King and 
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Horrocks (2010: 149–158). The use of a thematic approach reflected the form of 
the interviews themselves; semi-structured, but with specific themes of interest 
to be addressed. King and Horrocks identify three phases of thematic analysis; 
descriptive coding, interpretative coding, and the definition of overarching 
themes (ibid.). Their guidance was broadly reflected in the approach employed. 
However, a distinct phase of interpretative coding was not undertaken, with this 
phase of the process eliding with both the descriptive coding and discussion of 
the overarching themes. 

The coding process was initially approached in a deductive manner, taking each 
transcript in turn and identifying the instances when one of the original themes 
was raised. The original themes were refined in the process, with some being 
subdivided into smaller units in order to better describe the content of the 
transcripts. A number of additional themes were also identified in the process, 
the coding eventually having a more inductive character. Once all of the 
transcripts had been coded, the profiles of each interviewee were tabulated, 
enabling cross-referencing both within and between organisations. Through this 
process a set of eight overarching codes was developed, each of which is 
discussed in more detail in the following section. 

The full set of coded interview transcripts is included here as appendix 2.4 
(digital files). All personal and sensitive data has been securely redacted, in 
accordance with guidance produced by The National Archives (2016: 16 - 17). 
The tabulation of the coded data and the original audio recordings are not 
included as part of the thesis submission, as it was assessed to be impractical 
to redact them and to maintain their usefulness. This data is being securely 
stored.

1A.7: Discussion

The flexible research design brought to light a significant range of insights about 
the ten interviewees and their respective organisations, amounting to 797 
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excerpts. The names of interviewees and the organisations that they 
represented are not disclosed as part of the following discussion. Each 
interview and each excerpt has instead been assigned a reference number, with 
cases in the range A1 to A10, and excerpts in the range 1 to 797. The 
references are applied consistently between the following discussion and the 
transcripts in appendix 2.4. 

1A.7.1: Impact of external funding and associated criteria

The most fundamental deduction that can be drawn from the interview process 
concerns the impact that funding was having upon the nature and extent of 
domestic energy efficiency projects. Two interviewees explicitly acknowledged 
that the domestic energy efficiency projects that they were involved in delivering 
would not have been possible without external financial assistance (A7: 584, 
589, 600; A10: 727–728, 773). None of the ten organisations represented was 
totally self-sufficient in respect to funding, all being reliant upon financial input 
from external sources in order to support the projects that they undertook. Eight 
of the organisations were directly involved in sourcing funding from external 
bodies themselves (A3 to A10 inclusive). The activities of the other two 
organisations (A1 and A2) were also funded by external funding, albeit sourced 
by the clients for whom they had been contracted. 

Turning to address the sources of funding, the projects of five of the ten 
organisations were largely dependent upon financial support from central 
government funding streams, generally through supplier obligations, such as 
the CESP (A1, A2, A7, A9, A10). Two organisations were dependent upon 
financial support from the National Lottery (A3 and A4). The domestic energy 
efficiency projects discussed by the remaining three interviewees were funded 
by more varied means (A5, A6, A8). In cases A5 and A8, some of the activities 
discussed were funded by supplier obligations, such as the CESP, but other 
types of commissions were also identified. The organisation represented in 
case A6 demonstrated the most variety, with a range of different types and 
sources of funding recounted. 
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An important issue is that of the criteria or conditions attached to external 
sources of funding. A range of different constraints were addressed across the 
ten cases. It is useful to split the constraints into two groups, namely inclusions 
and exclusions. Inclusions concern limiting factors that were stipulated by a 
funding body in order to direct the use of funding. Exclusions concern activities 
that interviewees had identified as potentially beneficial, but were not covered 
by the funding source they were being supported by.

In respect to inclusions, a range of criteria were identified across the ten cases. 
The CESP, which supported the activities in cases A1, A2, A5, A7, A8, A9 and 
A10, was restricted to use in deprived areas. In cases A3, A5 and A8 the 
interviewees discussed that some of their activities involved focussing upon 
“vulnerable groups” (A3: 238, 249, 294; A5: 376; A8: 639). In case A8, the 
interviewee identified that property type had been a criteria that they had 
previously applied when in receipt of funding to deliver external solid wall 
insulation (A8: 642). 

In case A9, non-traditional housing types, such as Wimpey No-Fines and 
Spooner, were targeted because they were eligible for improvements under a 
particular funding scheme (A9: 663–664). The two projects funded by the 
National Lottery involved a range of criteria which had been agreed at the 
outset as part of their initial bid for funding. In case A3, geographical and 
demographic criteria were discussed (A3: 242). In case A4, a number of 
interlinked criteria were in use, including age, housing tenure, and employment 
status (A4: 338). Notably, five of the organisations represented were working 
under the direction of a client organisation, thus translating criteria agreed at 
one level to another (A1, A2, A5, A6, A8). 

In respect to exclusions, the most frequently-raised issue was the inability to 
undertake follow-up activities subsequent to the delivery of energy efficiency 
improvement measures. In cases A2, A5, A8 and A10, interviewees recognised 
a need for follow-up works, such as in assisting householders to use new 
installations. Yet they reported being prevented from delivering them because 
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such activities were not eligible for funding, resulting in attention being focussed 
on other tasks or projects that were (A2: 147–150, 170, 182; A5: 445; A8: 648, 
653; A10: 771–774). Another potential exclusion concerned the lack of 
intentional contact with owners or residents during the initial process to survey 
properties due to receive CESP-funded works (A1: 19–23). Evidence was not 
obtained to confirm whether this was due to this type of activity not being 
funded, but the interviewee was of the opinion that it was financially-motivated. 

To conclude, the observations demonstrate a mismatch between strategic level 
decision making and implementation ‘on the ground’. The perceived 
deficiencies in the connection between policy and outcome was a key factor 
behind the decision to undertake an analysis of the policy documentation 
behind the CESP, as is detailed in part 1B of this chapter.

1A.7.2: Prevalence of behavioural approaches to addressing 
domestic energy efficiency

Integral to the presenting problem was the perception that approaches to 
addressing domestic energy efficiency were generally biased towards 
technological interventions, rather than behavioural measures. The interview 
data was accordingly examined to assess the prevalence of behavioural 
measures across the ten cases. 

The interviewees representing four of the organisations did not discuss the 
delivery of behavioural measures as forming part of their activities (A1, A2, A7, 
A10). In case A7, for example, the interviewee recognised the potential benefits 
that behavioural measures might offer in support of technological interventions 
(A7: 611–614). However they expressed a reluctance to issue guidance to 
householders, citing a lack of knowledge on the subject, and a fear that any 
advice assembled might not be suitable for all households (A7: 553–556).

Four interviewees discussed how their work encompassed a mixture of 
technological and behavioural measures (A5, A6, A8, A9). The examples 
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discussed included instances of behavioural measures being delivered as 
strategies in their own right, and also as supports to technological measures. In 
case A9, for example, the work of an Energy Advisor was discussed. This role 
involved issuing general energy efficiency advice to householders and 
encouraging the uptake of technological interventions offered through a funded 
programme (A9: 675–678). The interviewee noted, however, that the role had 
been supported by a time-limited funding stream which, having expired, meant 
that the activity had been curtailed.

The work of the two remaining organisations was solely characterised by the 
delivery of behavioural measures (A3 and A4). The organisation represented in 
case A3 was solely focussed upon addressing domestic energy efficiency 
through the administration of a smart meter trial (A3: 259–261). As the 
interviewee acknowledged, “we're not saving money, we're showing you what 
your behaviour costs you” (A3: 260). The organisation represented in case A4 
had a broader remit, concerned with enhancing financial competence and 
confidence, but which could include domestic energy efficiency. For example, 
the interviewee discussed a stream of activity concerned with helping 
householders to manage their energy bills and tariffs (A4: 332–333).

In essence, the analysis of the purpose of domestic energy efficiency projects 
clarifies that some examples of behavioural measures were being delivered. A 
crucial deduction, however, was that a suppressed appetite was identified. The 
prevalence of behaviour measures was evidently being constrained, not least 
by criteria attached to funding, but also by other factors, such as fears about a 
lack of knowledge on the part of practitioners.  

1A.7.3: Reasons for engaging with the public on the subject of 
domestic energy efficiency

The situations discussed by each of the interviewees brought to light a range of 
different reasons for working with the public. The variance in purpose can be 
identified between one of two poles. At one extreme were activities shaped to a 
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significant degree by a prior agenda, undertaken to accomplish a specific task 
or to acquire information from the public. At the other end of the spectrum were 
activities which demonstrated a greater level of responsiveness to issues raised 
by the public. 

The engagement activities discussed by two of the interviewees were solely 
concerned with supporting the delivery phase of predetermined domestic 
energy efficiency improvement projects (A1 and A2). Activities to this effect 
included acquiring information about properties in order to draw-up plans (A1), 
and undertaking liaison activities whilst construction works were in progress 
(A2). 

Four of the interviewees (A7, A8, A9, A10) also relayed that their engagement 
activities were primarily concerned with informing the delivery of specific, pre-
determined domestic energy efficiency improvement projects. One interviewee 
described their engagement activities with householders as being about the 
“nuts and bolts” of a project (A10: 740). Activities to this effect included liaising 
with householders in order to inform them about the purpose and extent of 
planned domestic energy efficiency improvement projects and activities to 
secure householders’ involvement in a project. 

Interviewees A7, A8, A9 and A10 went on to explain that their respective 
organisations also had the potential to be involved in engaging with the public 
about domestic energy efficiency at a more speculative level. Examples of 
activities to this effect included running a domestic energy efficiency advice call 
centre (A8: 616, 625, 648–650, the employment of an Energy Advisor who 
helped households to identify potential energy efficiency improvements (A9: 
675–678), and more general engagement activities with communities through 
which domestic energy efficiency could be raised as an issue (A7: 602; A9: 
701–703). 

A slightly different approach to engagement was addressed in case A5. The 
interviewee recounted how their organisation interacted with householders as a 
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means to identify domestic energy efficiency issues, whilst seeking to match-up 
needs with funding to undertake improvements. The organisation represented in 
case A6 demonstrated significant flexibility in responding to commissions, and 
thus was not tied to one type of participatory activity. Domestic energy efficiency 
was just one of many topics upon which the organisation had previously 
undertaken public engagement activities, supporting both technological and 
more behaviourally-focused projects. 

The engagement activities that could be positioned at the far end of the 
spectrum were notable in not being structured around the delivery of 
interventions to enhance energy efficiency. Guidance and awareness-raising on 
the subject were the key motivations for engaging with the public. In case A4, 
the organisation was solely engaged in the provision of an advice service. 
Although general in nature, the advice service could address domestic energy 
efficiency. In case A3, households were being engaged with as a means to raise 
awareness of domestic energy efficiency, specifically through seeking their 
involvement in a smart meter trial. The approach employed by the organisation 
meant that there was significant potential for different outcomes to emerge, 
dependent on how participants responded to the trial. This approach contrasts 
sharply with the activities at the other end of the scale, where the outcomes of 
projects were largely pre-scripted. 

Further observations can be discerned through focussing on some of the 
specific activities discussed by interviewees. Examination of cases where 
engagement activities were concerned with getting householders to sign-up to a 
domestic energy efficiency improvement scheme, such as the CESP, proves 
revealing (A5, A8, A9, A10). In these cases, interviewees implied that the goal 
was to get as many people as possible within the target areas signed-up. The 
approach demonstrated how the types of participatory activities undertaken 
were being framed by a predetermined purpose.

One interviewee provided an insightful example of how their organisation’s 
interactions with householders had seen a degree of persuasion being used in 
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order to accord with an external funding stream (A7: 578–593). The situation in 
question involved the delivery of a package of domestic energy efficiency 
measures to a group of households, including a replacement heating system 
and the installation of double glazing. The interviewee reported that double 
glazing had been actively sought by the householders in question. As to the 
replacement heating system, the interviewee noted that the demand for and 
value of it had been less clear-cut, but that its inclusion in the package had 
been essential to securing funding. Notably, the interviewee went on to report 
that the appropriateness of the replacement heating system had subsequently 
been called into question. Reports of high electricity bills and uncertainty about 
the most effective way to use the new heating system were identified by the 
interviewee as symptomatic of a lack of knowledge about the technology, both 
on the part of the organisation and the householders involved. 

The previous example raises questions about the impact that the stipulations 
attached to funding schemes can have upon the actions of practitioners, and 
ultimately upon householders. The examination of the policy context of the 
CESP, detailed in part 1B of this chapter, was in part inspired by the desire to 
better understand this specific situation. 

In spite of the concerns raised above, the interviews also revealed examples of 
organisations who were able to work around the constraints of funding streams. 
Two interviewees described how their efforts to make contact with householders 
were characterised by opportunity maximisation. Both described their respective 
organisations as serving as a “one stop shop” (A5: 417; A8: 637). When visiting 
households they sought to address any issues that arose, including any beyond 
their original reason for visiting. One interviewee explained how their 
organisation also worked to identify issues that fell outside of their own remit of 
domestic energy efficiency (A5: 412–418). “You address all issues. And if you 
can't address it, you will find somebody who can” (A5: 417). ‘Signposting’, the 
practice of directing people to other organisations who might be able to assist, 
is addressed in more detail in section 1A.7.8.

�42



1A.7.4: Participatory methods employed by sample 
organisations

A variety of participatory methods were identified in the work of the ten 
organisations represented. The majority of methods were fairly standard in 
nature. This included the use of questionnaires (A3: 288, 293; A7: 591; A10: 
758, 759), public meetings (A7: 588–594, 601; A9: 670, 691, 700), roadshow 
events (A3: 287; A6: 475), door-to-door calls (A2: 134; A5: 387; A8: 636), and 
letters and mail-outs (A2: 90, 117; A5: 422; A7: 591; A8: 631; A9: 670; A10: 
755). 

Some of the more unusual approaches identified included assistive workshops 
(A4: 355), one-to-one tuition (A4: 340), and joint neighbourhood walkabouts to 
identify problematic issues (A7: 574, 602; A9: 701–703). Evidence was also 
presented of more indirect participatory methods, such as working with the local 
media to encourage thought and discussion on topical issues (A6: 522). It was 
identified that incentives were being used to attract participants to get involved 
in some instances. This included novel items such as free hanging baskets (A3: 
224), or a complimentary bicycle repair service running in parallel to an 
information event (A3: 288). Concern was expressed by one interviewee about 
relatively low turn-out at their participatory events (A7: 594–595). The 
interviewee expressed an interest in finding out about how they might improve 
upon this situation, demonstrating a lack of knowledge, but also an appreciation 
of the value of public participation (A7: 608–609).

1A.7.5: Potential impact of public involvement

Alongside the reasons why the ten organisations engaged with the public, it is 
useful to examine the extent to which the contributions made by the public were 
able to influence the course of domestic energy efficiency projects. Two 
interviewees identified instances of information acquired from the public being 
used to ensure the smooth delivery of domestic energy efficiency improvement 
projects (A2: 136; A9: 691–692). Included within this were issues such as 
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householders’ working patterns, access arrangements, and also the resolution 
of any problems or disputes that arose. Activities to this effect provided the 
scope for significant flexibility in responding to contributions from the public, 
within the confines of the respective projects. 

A more compromised situation was evidenced in case A1, concerned with the 
production of plans for a domestic energy efficiency improvement project. The 
interviewee reported a relative degree of flexibility, in principle, to respond to the 
views of householders when translating initial surveys of properties into plans. 
However, they recounted that this flexibility was compromised in practice by a 
lack of intentional contact with households during the survey process, as 
instructed by their client (A1: 11–27, 35–42). If spontaneous contact was made 
with householders, this could be responded to, but plans were otherwise drawn-
up at the discretion of the surveyor (A1: 38). 

The situation discussed in case A5 demonstrated a different form of 
responsiveness to the views of the public. Households’ energy efficiency needs 
were first assessed and then cross-referenced with available funding streams in 
order to see how they could be responded to (A5: 376). The organisation 
represented in case A8 was witnessed to employ a similar model. The reliance 
on external funding still constrained the types of responses that were possible. 
Both interviewees did, however, note that their respective organisations had a 
network of other organisations that they were able to ‘signpost’ householders to 
if unmet needs were identified. The practice of signposting, as also addressed 
in cases A3, A4, and A7, is discussed in more detail in section 1A.7.8. Another 
example of a responsive approach to delivering a domestic energy efficiency 
improvement project was discussed in case A10. The interviewee recounted 
how the initial geographical extent of the project had been extended, in 
response to requests from householders who had observed works being 
delivered in a neighbouring area (A10: 742–744).

The two interviewees representing organisations supported by funding from the 
National Lottery acknowledged that they had clear objectives to meet, in line 
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with their original bids for funding (A3: 239–244; A4: 359–360). In case A3, the 
interviewee explained that there was a degree of flexibility within this to address 
other issues as they arose, subject to prior discussion with their dedicated 
project enabler (A3: 242, 315).

Other examples of participatory activities that offered the public more freedom 
to express their views were identified, but they were not specifically concerned 
with domestic energy efficiency. Two interviewees discussed how their 
organisations used estate or neighbourhood walkabouts as a means to allow 
the public to raise issues (A7: 574, 602; A9: 701–703). Another format 
concerned public meetings, preceded by a questionnaire, from which so-called 
“hot topics” for discussion were defined (A7: 591). In these two cases, the 
organisations acted as interpreters of the insights that they gathered from the 
public, a theme that the interviewee in case A7 expanded upon. They viewed 
their role as being to assess the reasonableness and appropriateness of public 
views and demands (A7: 597). This could also be evidenced in case A10, where 
the interviewee expressed that “part of the skill of......working with the 
community is being able to interpret [the views of the public] into something 
that's deliverable” (A10: 726). 

One interviewee discussed how their organisation sought to balance the 
involvement of the public in decision making against the need for the 
organisation to take responsibility for managing its own assets. “We want to 
consult, we want people to buy-in to what we're doing, but we've got to think 
about what is the best long-term solution” (A7: 598). Another interviewee 
agreed. On the one hand they recognised the important role that their 
organisation played as a broker of democracy (A10: 731). Yet the interviewee 
also noted that their organisation was required to balance public aspirations 
with broader objectives, with the management of assets and delivery of 
projects, and to align all of these variables with available funding (A10: 729–
736).
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An important point made by three of the interviewees was that some of the 
domestic energy efficiency projects that they discussed were part of much 
larger regeneration strategies (explicitly in A7: 566–573; A9: 663–664, and A10: 
725–749, but also applicable to cases A1, A2 and A5). The implication was that 
although public involvement in some of the domestic energy efficiency projects 
that they facilitated was not extensive, the public had also been involved in 
shaping broader plans for their area. In case A10, the interviewee stated that 
the ongoing nature of public participation reflected an “outcome-based” 
approach, concerned with the sum of the parts rather than “each little 
element” (A10: 730). 

It is at this point relevant to note that the participatory activities raised by five of 
the interviewees involved the same geographical area, the Boulevard 
neighbourhood in West Hull. This observation helps to demonstrate that 
participatory activities undertaken in one community were not always being 
facilitated by the same organisation, even when part of the same domestic 
energy efficiency project. It also demonstrates that analysing participatory 
activities solely from a practitioner standpoint may not reveal a complete 
picture, as each interviewee was only able to comment on the activities that 
their organisation had facilitated. The interviews undertaken with householders, 
as detailed in section 1C, were intended to allow the triangulation of 
observations from different perspectives.

1A.7.6: Progress monitoring and dissemination of information 
acquired through participatory activities

Progress monitoring was raised as a means to understand if, why and how 
information about the progress of domestic energy efficiency projects was being 
collated and disseminated, particularly back to the public. All of the ten 
interviewees addressed monitoring activities, but the cases of organisations 
involved in delivering domestic energy efficiency improvement projects were of 
specific interest (A1, A2, A5, A7, A8, A9 and A10). 
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Two interviewees discussed how Energy Performance Certificates (EPCs) were 
generated before and after domestic energy efficiency improvement works had 
been undertaken (A7: 570; A8: 646–647). Measuring impact through carbon 
savings achieved was another approach discussed by some interviewees (A5: 
436–437; A8: 646–647; A9: 706–707). In case A10 it was acknowledged that 
monitoring activities were undertaken by a partner organisation (A10: 771). 
Although not addressed explicitly, the same was true in cases A1 and A2, both 
of which related to the same energy efficiency improvement project. In case A5, 
the interviewee acknowledged that post-completion monitoring was not 
undertaken because there was insufficient time to do so (A5: 445). Attention 
was instead moved to the next properties to be improved. Three of the 
organisations represented were said to be active in collecting insights from 
householders about the impacts of programmes of works, albeit informally (A2: 
119–122; A7: 586, 591; A9: 688). 

The purpose of monitoring activities is a revealing topic. In none of the ten 
cases was it found to be routine to disseminate information to householders 
about the impact of intervention works upon the performance of their individual 
household, or the results achieved in the wider area. In cases A5, A8 and A9 the 
interviewees identified that the monitoring data collated by their organisation 
was assembled for the purposes of disseminating to funders and those with 
overall responsibility for projects (A5: 437; A8: 652–654; A9: 684). In case A5 
the interviewee did not feel that the type of information that they collated post-
completion of projects would be useful to householders, being too technical in 
nature (A5: 439). Another interviewee reported that dissemination of monitoring 
data back to householders was cost-prohibitive (A8: 653). 

A notable issue raised was the suggestion that post-completion activities were 
prevented by the need to turn attention to pursuing new funding opportunities 
(A5: 449). The same issue was reiterated in case A10. The interviewee outlined 
that the organisation did not have a “post team”, and that their work was instead 
focussed upon delivery of schemes, perhaps concurrently, and the scheduling 
of subsequent projects (A10: 794). These insights provide a clear 
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demonstration of how external funding was constraining the activities of 
organisations, whether through directing the purpose of monitoring or 
dissemination strategies, or the need to focus on the next source of funded 
work. 

A specific sub-element of the topic, raised by three interviewees, concerned the 
handover packs associated with CESP-funded energy efficiency improvement 
projects (A2: 108; A9: 693–695; A10: 769). A handover pack is a document 
which compiles information about the measures that have been delivered to a 
property, including technical specifications and warranty information. In one 
instance, an interviewee acknowledged that the handover pack associated with 
a project that they had been involved in was so large that it may potentially have 
put-off recipients from consulting it. “The initial pack will have all that 
information. But obviously, it's a big thick document. Who's going to read 
it?” (A9: 695). 

The distribution procedures for handover packs in areas with a high proportion 
of private rented properties were discussed by two interviewees (A2 and A10). 
The discussion brought to light that the default was to provide the documents, 
and any other forms of information about the new technologies installed, to the 
landlord of the property, as the owner. This then relied upon the landlord 
providing the pack to their tenant in order for them to learn about any advice 
included. The interviewee in case A2 expressed concern that this was not 
always happening (A2: 108–110, 156–159, 161). The consequence was that 
householders were potentially being left without information about the energy 
efficiency measures that their homes were now equipped with. The case of 
handover packs provides a further example of a mismatch between the practical 
strategy adopted for delivering the CESP and the needs of the householders 
involved. 
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1A.7.7: Quality of contact with the public

Not all of the ten interviewees were positioned in a role that involved direct 
contact with the public. It was accordingly not appropriate to assess the 
variance between cases. One interviewee recounted a range of interactions 
with householders during the delivery phase of a CESP-funded project (A2: 
136, for example). Yet the same interviewee also expressed concern about the 
way that such relationships had the potential to end abruptly upon completion of 
a project, when the attention of the practitioners involved was swiftly refocussed 
onto the next project. 

A number of interviewees identified that transient populations in some of the 
communities in which they worked served as a different form of impediment to 
developing relationships with the public (A2: 135, 137–138; A5: 388). In both 
cases it was cited that transience made it difficult to keep up to date records 
about households and their needs. In case A5 the interviewee also associated 
this situation with a difficulty in assessing the ability of the organisation to 
assess whether households met the criteria attached to funding schemes, such 
as the CESP (A5: 388). 

Comparing the responses from across the range of interviews reveals that the 
concern about breaks in relationships proved to be more of an issue in respect 
to projects focussed upon privately owned or privately rented properties (A1, A2 
and A10). The same issues were not evidenced to be emerging in projects 
being delivered by registered social landlords, because of the enduring nature 
of their connections with both their properties and their tenants (A7 and A9). 
Another interviewee suggested that the same was true in areas where longer-
term regeneration projects were in progress, which allowed for more enduring 
relationships to develop (A10: 737–739).  

A number of interviewees raised concerns about the quality of contact with the 
public in respect to CESP-funded energy efficiency improvement projects. In 
case A1, attention was drawn to the process of surveying properties that were 
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due to receive energy efficiency improvement works as part of a CESP-funded 
project. The interviewee reflected that the approach adopted in the CESP-
funded project involved less intentional contact with either the owners or 
residents of properties than had been the case in previous projects (A1: 11–23, 
35–49, 56–60). Surveys of properties were undertaken without appointments, 
and generally from the public highway, unless access was required. The view of 
the interviewee was that the lack of intentional contact compromised the 
opportunity to understand the opinions of the owner or resident on the 
proposals, and ultimately reduced the possibility of incorporating such views 
into the designs being drawn-up (A1: 38–39). The interviewee also suggested 
that the lack of intentional contact minimised the opportunity to provide owners 
or residents with additional clarification of the purpose and practicalities of the 
works at an early stage (A1: 38–39, 42). 

Two interviewees made a further point in relation to how the default point of 
contact in projects concerning private rented properties was the landlord, as the 
owner (A1: 45–46; A2: 128–132, 148). This included the process of signing-up 
to receive energy efficiency improvements to a property. The root of the concern 
was the implicit responsibility that this arrangement placed upon the landlord to 
communicate information to their tenants. The interviewees believed that this 
was something that was not occurring consistently.

A number of interviewees addressed the possible confusion that could arise on 
the part of the householder from the number of different parties involved in 
energy efficiency improvement projects. This could potentially include 
interactions with representatives from the client body, the architect, the 
contractor and sub contractors. In case A1, the interviewee suggested that a 
means of communicating this information to householders at the outset may be 
useful (A1: 54). Notably, another interviewee, involved in a different CESP-
funded project, discussed that this was an integral element of the intervention 
projects undertaken by their organisation (A9: 692). 
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These observations draw attention to an inconsistency in approach between 
different CESP-funded projects. Yet they also highlight the value of undertaking 
cross-case analysis, particularly so as a means to highlight opportunities for 
sharing good practice. 

1A.7.8: Connections and partnership working

The interviews demonstrated that none of the ten organisations worked in 
complete isolation, with a range of connections with other organisations 
addressed. In case A6 in particular, an imaginative range of collaborations was 
discussed, with partnership working seen as an opportunity to pool resources, 
and realise shared goals. 

‘Signposting’ was raised specifically by six of the ten interviewees (A2: 104, 
138; A3: 281; A4: 347, 362, 373; A5, 395, 405, 414, 451; A7: 565; A8: 638–639). 
‘Signposting’ is the practice of one organisation referring or directing a customer 
to another organisation in order to access a different type of service. An interest 
in greater links was voiced in case A7, including a specific interest in developing 
capacity on the subject of technical advice (A7: 565, 585, 607–614). In case A5, 
a range of existing partnerships were addressed (A5: 404–417, 451–453). The 
interviewee expected that other useful services in the local area also existed 
that they were not yet aware of (A5: 383). However the interviewee 
acknowledged that some organisations are more concerned with meeting their 
own objectives and obligations than working in partnership with others (A5: 
386).  

1A.8: Dissemination

The findings from the interviews with practitioners were compiled into a report 
which was provided to all interviewees. An accompanying meeting and 
presentation was also arranged, to which all interviewees were invited. The 
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report contained an earlier, less detailed analysis of the interview data than is 
detailed here.

1A.9: Review of the objectives of the exercise

The broad aim of the exercise was to develop a better understanding of the 
current nature of participatory practices being employed in Hull on the subject of 
domestic energy efficiency. The interviews were successful in fulfilling this aim, 
bringing to light a range of insights, across the eight categories. More 
importantly, the insights provide grounds for assessing the two objectives that 
were extracted from the original research proposal. 

The first objective concerned the perceived lack of appreciation of behavioural 
strategies to address domestic energy efficiency. Some examples of 
behavioural-focussed strategies were identified, case A3 being a clear example. 
However in cases A1, A2, A5, A7, A8, A9 and A10 there was an evident bias 
towards technological interventions and a relative lack of supporting behavioural 
measures. The most revealing observation was that the lack of behavioural 
measures in these seven cases was actually contrary to practitioners’ 
intentions, and was said to be dictated by the sources of funding that their work 
was supported by. The insights clearly demonstrated external funding as both 
an essential enabler of domestic energy efficiency projects, but also as a 
constraint upon practitioner’s activities. The insights also suggest at a 
disconnection between the aims of practitioners and the aims of the bodies 
responsible for issuing the funding. The analysis of the policy documentation 
behind the CESP, addressed in section 1B, aimed to examine this 
disconnection in more detail. 

The second objective concerned the perceived subordinate, passive role of the 
public in strategies to improve domestic energy efficiency. The interviews 
provided a range of evidence in support of this prognosis. All of the ten 
organisations were demonstrated to be providing opportunities for the public to 
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get involved in their work, and examples of organisations responding to public 
contributions were identified. However no examples of the public being involved 
in shaping domestic energy efficiency projects from the outset were voiced. The 
interviews demonstrated organisations as the holders of potential solutions, 
whether in the form of technology or knowledge, which they disseminated to the 
public, supported by external funding. Interaction with the public was thus more 
concerned with encouraging buy-in, scheduling, and delivering works, or issuing 
advice. 

The impact of funding is a crucial factor. The organisations themselves cannot 
necessarily be criticised for the lack of more meaningful involvement of the 
public in their work. Their activities were largely scripted by the funding streams 
and initiatives that they were reliant upon. Nonetheless this does not change or 
excuse the nature of participatory activity evidenced. It would be fair to say that 
the activities discussed were built upon the view that households needed to be 
educated or better equipped in order to improve their energy efficiency. Their 
role was as the recipients of expertise delivered by practitioners and the 
organisations that they represented, itself dictated by higher-level funding 
bodies. The schedule of interviews with householders involved in a CESP-
funded project, detailed in section 1C, sought to assess this observation from a 
different perspective. 

The examination of a range of domestic energy efficiency schemes, not solely 
funded by the CESP, was useful in terms of developing a sense of perspective 
on the issues raised in the original research proposal. However the strategy 
ultimately affirmed the relevance of focussing upon the CESP going forwards, 
on two counts. Firstly, it clarified the relevance of the CESP to the work of a 
range of built environment practitioners in Hull. Secondly, it identified the 
problems associated with the CESP, specifically the potential for public 
participation to be negatively impacted through the imposition of top-down 
imperatives. The next section of the chapter examines the latter point in further 
detail through an analysis of the policy documentation that supported the CESP. 
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Chapter 1, Section B: Investigating the policy 

context of the CESP
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1B.1: Introduction

The second investigative activity was an analysis of documentation associated 
with the CESP, including policy, guidance and evaluation materials. The task 
had not been anticipated at the outset of the project. It was undertaken in 
response to the weight of the findings from the interviews with practitioners 
about the role played by external funding. The decision to focus upon the CESP 
was two-fold. Firstly, the CESP was specifically identified by name in the original 
research proposal. Secondly, it was the most frequently referenced funding 
source identified by practitioners during the interviews, having impacted upon 
the work of eight of the ten organisations. The documentary analysis thus 
provided an opportunity to identify if and how the policy context had influenced 
some of the issues that had been brought to light through the interviews. A 
particular motivation was the opportunity to explore the constraining influence of 
funding streams that had been reported. The exercise also provided a means to 
examine the origins of the identified bias towards technological measures in the 
cases recounted in Hull, and the reported lack of post-completion monitoring, 
feedback and support. 

1B.2: Examination of precedents 

An initial scoping of academic literature clarified that few authors had addressed 
the CESP specifically, or in a way that would assist the examination of the 
issues that had emerged from the interviews. Both Dowson et al (2012) and 
Hamilton et al (2016) addressed the CESP, but only briefly alongside the range 
of other UK supplier obligations. Allan et al (2013) focussed solely upon the 
CESP, but their attention was directed towards its implementation and 
effectiveness, rather than the mechanics of the policy itself. The same is true of 
Adan and Fuerst’s study (2015), concerning an econometric analysis of the 
impacts of the CESP and the CERT. Elsharkawy and Rutherford (2015) did 
uncover deficiencies in the provision of advice and information to householders 
related to the CESP, but did not examine the reasons for this. In conclusion, an 
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incisive examination of the documentation surrounding the CESP was identified 
as a valuable exercise to undertake.  

1B.3: Instrumentation

The exercise was undertaken as a literature review. The majority of materials 
examined related specifically to the CESP, as the main focus of the review. 
Materials relating to the broader context of the obligations process were also 
examined, as well as documents relating to the CERT (Carbon Emissions 
Reduction Target), an energy obligation programme that ran in parallel to the 
CESP. The documents examined fell into three categories. Firstly, legislative 
documents produced by central government, including the statutory instruments 
and the supporting guidance document. Secondly, a range of supporting 
documents produced by Ofgem, the body responsible for administering the 
CESP. Thirdly, materials that evaluated the programme retrospectively, 
including those from legislative, practical, and academic perspectives.

The discussion makes frequent reference to two particular items of policy 
documentation. In order to avoid repeating the long citations associated with 
this genre, the following two abbreviations are employed,

Full citation  Abbreviated citation 

The Electricity and Gas 
(Community Energy Saving 
Programme) Order 2009. No. 
1905.

CESP Order, 2009.

Full citation  Abbreviated citation 

Explanatory Memorandum to 
the Electricity & Gas 
(Community Energy Saving 
Programme) Order 2009 No. 
1905

Explanatory Memorandum to the 
CESP Order, 2009.
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The structure of the discussion starts with a contextualisation of the CESP, 
followed by the discussion of the structure of the programme. This provides a 
prelude to the examination of the treatment of one of the energy efficiency 
measures offered through the CESP, Home Energy Advice (HEA) packages, 
which provides an insightful case in point.

1B.4: Discussion

1B.4.1: The CESP in context

The CESP was one of the UK government’s supplier obligations, in force 
between 2009 and 2012. Supplier obligations are a means by which the UK 
government has sought to achieve it’s energy efficiency and carbon emissions 
targets. The process involves the government implicating energy generators 
and suppliers, who in turn fund local level projects delivered by partner 
organisations. Generators and suppliers are able to design intervention 
programmes through specification of measures from a predefined list, as 
outlined in the policy documentation relating to each respective programme. 

Rosenow (2012a) identifies that the history of the obligations process can be 
traced back to the introduction of the Energy Efficiency Standards of 
Performance (EESoP) in 1994. The EESoP was in force until 2002, and was 
intended to deliver reductions in electricity and, latterly, gas consumption. The 
Energy Efficiency Commitment (EEC) superseded the EESoP in 2002 at the 
same time as the formation of the Office for Gas and Electricity Markets 
(Ofgem), the UK Government’s energy regulator. Ofgem henceforth had 
responsibility for implementing supplier obligations. The CERT replaced the 
EEC in January 2008. The CESP was launched slightly later than CERT in 
September 2009, but the two programmes eventually ran in parallel, both 
ending in December 2012. The CESP was positioned as the more socially-
orientated of the two programmes, due to its focus on delivering area-based 
energy saving measures to financially disadvantaged communities. The Green 
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Deal and the Energy Company Obligation (ECO) superseded the CESP and the 
CERT in January 2013.

Stockton and Campell (2011: 7) identify that supplier obligations have primarily 
been focused upon energy efficiency savings. Yet they note that there was a 
notable shift towards achieving reductions in carbon emissions following the 
passage of the Climate Change Act in 2008. The CERT programme was the 
first supplier obligation in which this change became evident, with savings 
“counted in terms of carbon rather than energy” (ibid. 8). In the case of the 
CESP, which came into force on the 1st September 2009, achieving carbon 
savings of 19.25 million lifetime tonnes was explicitly acknowledged as the main 
aim of the programme (DECC, 2009; Energy Retail Association, 2011: 5). 
Achieving savings on household energy bills was a secondary aim (ibid.). 

At face value, it can be observed that there was a contradiction between the 
primary focus of the CESP on achieving carbon savings and its name - the 
‘Community Energy Saving Programme’. The subsequent discussion reveals 
that the focus placed upon achieving carbon savings was actually detrimental to 
the potential of the programme to assist households in making energy efficiency 
savings, rather than a compliment to it. This situation was exacerbated by a 
reliance upon predicted rather than actual carbon savings. It was also impacted 
by a related ignorance of the potential for householders, through their usage 
behaviour, to impact upon the carbon savings potential. The analysis also 
demonstrates that behavioural measures, which could potentially have 
redressed the balance, were a casualty of the focus on carbon savings. 

1B.4.2: The CESP in principle

The mechanics of the CESP are addressed in detail in the Generator and 
Supplier Guidance document produced by Ofgem (Ofgem E-Serve, 2009). The 
programme essentially involved obligated suppliers and generators each having 
a bespoke carbon savings target imposed upon them by the UK government 
(ibid. 5–12). Generators and suppliers were to meet the targets they had been 
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set through the promotion of qualifying energy efficiency improvement 
measures to households in pre-specified geographical areas (ibid. 13–24). 

The CESP was considered as a trial by the Department of Energy and Climate 
Change (DECC), and featured four elements not included in previous supplier 
obligations. Firstly, a specific focus upon income-deprived areas gave the 
programme a “sharper social focus” than either the parallel CERT programme 
or previous supplier obligations (Stockton and Campbell, 2011: 9). The areas in 
which CESP was to be delivered were defined via the Income Domain of the 
Indices of Multiple Deprivation in England, Scotland and Wales (DECC, 2014: 
20). 

The second innovation concerned the delivery of the programme, with a 
‘community approach’ adopted. The ‘community approach’ was envisaged as a 
means to engage generators and suppliers in delivering the programme through 
working in partnership with local bodies of relevance to specific schemes 
(Watson and Bolton, 2013: 4). A third innovative element was the ‘whole house’ 
approach. The ‘whole house’ approach encouraged generators and suppliers to 
deliver as many measures as possible to eligible households, in order to 
maximise potential energy and fuel bill savings. The ‘whole house’ approach 
was optional, but incentives were offered to generators and suppliers who 
adopted this strategy. 

The fourth innovative element of the CESP, and of most significance here, was 
the inclusion of Home Energy Advice packages (henceforth HEA) in the list of 
measures available for obligated generators and suppliers to choose from 
(CESP Order, 2009: 16–17). The full list of qualifying measures included,

• cavity wall insulation

• connection to a district heating scheme

• district heating meter for individual house billing
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• draught-proofing

• external solid wall insulation

• flat roof insulation

• fuel switching

• glazing

• heating controls when provided with a new heating system

• heat pump

• home energy advice package

• internal solid wall insulation

• loft insulation

• micro-generation measures other than a heat pump

• replacement boiler

• under-floor insulation

• upgrade of a district heating system

(Abridged from CESP Order, 2009: 16–17)

HEA packages were notable because they represented the only behavioural 
measure in the list, alongside sixteen technological measures. The next section 
examines the case of HEA packages within the CESP in detail. The examination 
provides an interesting means to draw-out broader observations about the 
CESP as a whole. 
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1B.4.3: Home Energy Advice packages; a case in point

The original research proposal drew attention to a perceived bias in favour of 
technological measures for addressing domestic energy efficiency ahead of 
behavioural strategies. This was a topic also addressed in the interviews with 
practitioners. For this reason HEA packages were identified as an interesting 
aspect of the CESP to focus upon, holding the potential to provide further 
insight on the issue. A return to the initial scoping of the academic literature 
about the CESP (1B.2) revealed that this task not been undertaken by other 
authors, either in passing or in depth, and thus would be a valuable addition to 
material on the topic.

Until the launch of the CESP in September 2009, supplier obligations had been 
solely concerned with delivering technological interventions. The lack of 
precedent resulted in HEA packages being subject to detailed prescription in the 
documents supporting the CESP as to what they should include and how they 
should be delivered. Prescription was delivered via two key sources. HEA 
packages were the subject of a dedicated section after the main body of the 
CESP bill, Schedule 1, which defined what the packages should contain 
(Explanatory Memorandum to the CESP Order, 2009: 16). None of the other 
sixteen measures included in the CESP Bill were detailed in the same way. 
Schedule 1 details that HEA packages were to consist of three components, 
namely a home energy survey, home energy assistance, and a home energy 
report. 

A home energy survey was defined as “the survey of a domestic energy user’s 
property carried out by an energy assessor with a view to providing home 
energy assistance” (Explanatory Memorandum to the CESP Order, 2009: 16). 
Relatedly, home energy assistance consisted of “information provided by an 
energy assessor to a domestic energy user, in person at the time of the home 
energy survey” (ibid.). The information that this could include was also 
prescribed, 
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• heating controls: advice as to efficient use (when present), or advice as 
to potential (when not present)

• boiler: assessment of efficient functioning, advice as to more efficient 
use, and guidance as to the availability of more efficient replacements

• electrical appliances: advice as to more efficient use

• hot water use: advice as to more efficient use, especially relating to 
use of shower, baths and washing machines

• any other information: advice to achieve energy efficiency savings

(Abridged from Explanatory Memorandum to the CESP Order, 2009: 16)

The third element of HEA packages, the home energy report, was a written 
document that was to be provided to the household within three months of the 
home energy survey. The intention of the report was to reiterate the home 
energy assistance offered, and included the contact details for the Energy 
Saving Trust, (Explanatory Memorandum to the CESP Order, 2009: 16). 

The second form of prescription on HEA packages was included in the 
‘Generator and Supplier Guidance’ document issued by Ofgem, the body 
responsible for regulating the CESP. In moving the focus from statute to 
implementation, this document added further detail, but also further layers of 
complexity. As with the CESP Bill, a relatively large proportion of the guidance 
was concerned with detailing what HEA packages should entail (Ofgem E-
Serve, 2009: 18–22). The guidance was consistent with that included in the Bill, 
but was more detailed, including twenty topics that Ofgem expected to be 
addressed through the delivery of HEA packages (ibid. 49–50). 
Another inclusion in the guidance document, not addressed in the Bill, is the 
process by which Ofgem expected HEA packages to be provided to households 
(ibid.18–19). The expectation was that HEA packages should be requested by 
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the householder in response to an explicit offer or advertisement, verified by a 
signed declaration of acceptance. Ofgem did provide justification, in a general 
sense, for the level of prescription associated with HEA packages. Their 
suggestion was that the guidance accorded with the government’s ‘Act on CO2’ 
campaign, the ‘Act on CO2’ calculator, and advice disseminated by the Energy 
Saving Trust (ibid. 20). 

A further, more practical element to the stipulations can be deduced, which is 
not explicitly articulated in the documentation. This can be appreciated through 
considering the situation of HEA packages in relation to the energy obligations 
process as a whole. This researcher’s assessment is that the stipulations were 
put in place as part of efforts to verify that the measures that obligated parties 
claimed to have delivered had actually been delivered. The delivery of 
technological measures could be verified physically, but the elements of HEA 
packages were comparatively intangible. The requested written confirmation 
compensated for this, acting as a form of proof, and allowed HEA packages to 
contribute towards an implicated organisation’s carbon savings target. 

On reflection, it is appreciated that prescription was necessary in order to 
ensure that HEA packages were delivered as intended. However the evaluation 
of the CESP conducted by CAG Consultants reported that stakeholders 
considered the expectations associated with HEA packages onerous (CAG 
Consultants et al, 2011: 16). It would appear that, through efforts to regulate the 
way in which HEA packages were delivered, and to avoid them being abused as 
an easy way to accumulate carbon saving points, their appeal to obligated 
generators and suppliers was diminished. 

On the basis of the ratio of behavioural to technological measures included in 
the CESP it was unlikely, although not impossible, that HEA packages would 
have been a prominent feature of the programme. A factor that further 
diminished the appeal of HEA packages was the way that they were treated as 
part of the process of scoring measures included in the CESP. 
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Each of the seventeen measures was allocated a baseline score, according to 
their lifetime carbon savings (Explanatory Memorandum to the CESP Order, 
2009: 32). The baseline scores were then subject to adjustments, some being 
increased, others reduced. Seven measures were subject to uplifts to their 
baseline scores, so as to “ensure that the measures which [were] considered to 
best deliver the policy objectives [were] cost effective for suppliers/generators to 
install” (ibid.). For example, a +200% bonus was allocated to installations of 
solid wall insulation. The rationale for this adjustment was that this measure 
was “not well supported by other programmes and [could] make a significant 
difference to the fuel bills and emissions of a house” (ibid. 33).  

Two of the seventeen measures were subject to reductions to their baseline 
scores. For example, installations of both cavity wall and loft insulation were 
subject to a -50% adjustment to their baseline score. This was intended to 
minimise their potential to impinge upon their delivery through the CERT, the 
parallel energy obligation programme that was deemed to be their key outlet 
(ibid.). HEA packages were the only measure not subject to any form of 
baseline score adjustment. On the one hand, lack of negative adjustment 
suggests that HEA packages were not perceived as a threat. Yet on the other 
hand, the lack of positive adjustment suggests that they were not being actively 
promoted in the way that some other of the measures were. 

A further restriction that compromised the appeal of HEA packages under the 
CESP concerned the whole house uplift element. The illustrative mix of 
measures included within the CESP demonstrates that, whilst HEA packages 
were by far the cheapest measure, their scores for annual fuel bill savings and 
carbon savings were relatively poor (CESP Order, 2009: 41–42). This was also 
true of other measures, such as the replacement of heating controls. Yet the 
‘whole house uplift’ provided a means by which low scores could be increased, 
with a bonus awarded when measures were delivered as part of a package as 
opposed to individually (ibid. 43). Notably, this is something that HEA packages 
were not eligible to benefit from, as the only measure excluded from the ‘whole 
house uplift’ element of the CESP (ibid. 35).
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Another form of adjustment applied to some of the measures offered through 
the CESP was the use of caps on the contribution that they could make towards 
obligated generators and suppliers’ carbon savings targets. The use of HEA 
packages was restricted to accounting for just one percent of an obligated 
generator or supplier’s overall carbon emissions reduction target (ibid. 11).

In justifying the range of restrictions imposed upon HEA packages, the 
documents consulted invariably direct attention towards the desire to uphold the 
overall policy objectives of the CESP (Department of Energy and Climate 
Change, 2009a: 16; Explanatory Memorandum to the CESP Order, 2009: 32, 
36). In discussing the use of percentage caps, it is revealed that a key objective 
was the delivery of “more expensive physical measures” (CESP Order, 2009: 
3). This statement explains the +200% uplift to the baseline score assigned to 
installations of solid wall insulation. 

It is said that the bias in favour of the delivery of more expensive measures 
under CESP reflected lessons learned from the CERT, on two fronts (ibid. 9–
10). Firstly, it was perceived that the focus of the CERT upon delivering carbon 
savings at least cost had resulted in obligated generators and suppliers 
focusing their efforts on the delivery of low-cost measures across a large 
number of households. Secondly, it was also seen that some generators and 
suppliers focussed their efforts upon households who were in a position to 
make a financial contribution to the cost of more expensive measures (ibid.). 

The CESP was accordingly structured in such a way as to ensure that 
households in low income areas would benefit, and not only through the 
delivery of low-cost measures. HEA packages, as the cheapest of the 
seventeen measures, were a consequent but indirect casualty of the incentives 
and restrictions imposed in order to achieve this goal. It was projected that 
around 285,000 HEA packages would be delivered to households (Explanatory 
Memorandum to the CESP Order, 2009: 36–37). By the end of the programme, 
a mere ninety four packages had been delivered (Ofgem E-Serve, 2013a: 13). 
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1B.4.4: Summary

A retrospective review of the CESP draws attention to lack of commitment to the 
behavioural measures within the programme, and conveys the sense that HEA 
was something of a token gesture. It is acknowledged in the documentation that 
HEA packages were, indeed, a late addition to the programme, in response to 
requests from stakeholders during the consultation period (Explanatory 
Memorandum to the CESP Order, 2009: 33). An amendment also saw HEA 
packages added-in to the list of measures deliverable under the CERT 
programme at the same time as the CESP was launched. 

The way in which HEA packages were framed represented a missed 
opportunity. HEA packages stood very much as a stand-alone measure, as 
witnessed by their exclusion from the whole house element. This stance 
overlooked the potential synergies, and savings, that could have been realised 
through the joint delivery of technological and behavioural measures, such as 
through assisting households to make efficient use of new installations. A more 
effective treatment would have been to award an uplift bonus to every HEA 
package delivered subsequent to the installation of a technological measure, in 
recognition of the additional carbon savings potential. This approach would also 
have positioned HEA packages as a support to the overall policy intentions, 
rather than as the diversion, or threat, that they were evidently perceived to be. 

Aside from the detrimental treatment of HEA packages, the post-completion 
activities associated with the CESP as a whole provide further evidence as to 
the bias towards quantifiable outcomes. The monitoring processes employed 
also demonstrate an apparent lack of interest in the longer-term impacts of the 
measures that were being delivered. Monitoring of installations was required of 
all obligated generators and suppliers, with three mandatory types of monitoring 
detailed in the Generator and Supplier Guidance (Ofgem E-Serve, 2009: 62). 
The focus was placed upon technical monitoring, which was required of at least 
5% of installations. 
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The second form of monitoring concerned customer satisfaction, albeit this was 
required for only 1% of all installations. The third type of monitoring, utilisation 
and evaluation, is notable as the only element of the review process that 
concerned the way in which householders actually used the measures delivered 
to them. However the requirements as to its undertaking (ibid. 36) meant that it 
was disadvantaged to the point of irrelevance. Firstly, it was only applicable to 
the delivery of the already-marginalised HEA packages. Secondly, it was only 
required of a maximum of 5% of installations. Figures as to monitoring activities 
actually undertaken were not identified but, on the basis of the requirements, it 
is likely that very little utilisation and evaluation monitoring took place.

A number of conclusions can be drawn from considering the post-completion 
activities associated with the CESP as a whole. The low levels of monitoring 
required reflected an apparent confidence in the ability of measures to 
consistently deliver their calculated carbon savings scores. To this effect, it 
could be said that the focus of monitoring was placed upon potential rather than 
actual carbon savings. This judgement is reinforced by the near complete 
absence of monitoring activities concerning the performance of the measures 
once in-situ. The primary purpose of monitoring activities was to ensure that the 
carbon savings scores being claimed by the obligated generators and suppliers 
were actually being delivered. They were not directly concerned with assessing 
whether households had been helped to become more energy efficient. 

The latter judgement about the purpose of monitoring activities also has 
relevance for the CESP programme as a whole. Should the CESP have been 
genuinely concerned with assisting households to save energy and money, 
utilisation and evaluation monitoring would have been far more extensive and 
far more robust. This would, however, have been a far more demanding and 
costly undertaking, and one that would likely have been an unwelcome addition 
to the duties of obligated generators and suppliers.

This review has focussed upon the CESP, but it is notable that the delivery of 
HEA packages under the parallel CERT programme faced similar obstacles. 
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Whilst the conditions upon their delivery were not quite as restrictive as those 
evidenced in the case of the CESP, it is revealing to note that not one HEA 
package had been delivered as part of the CERT by the end of the programme 
(Ofgem E-Serve 2013b: 33). 

1B.5: Review of the objectives of the exercise

The review of the documentation surrounding the CESP provides a powerful 
accompaniment to the insights acquired through the interviews with 
practitioners. It also provides a further means to assess the issues raised in the 
original research proposal. 

The review clearly demonstrates the perceived lack of appreciation of 
behavioural strategies as a means to improve domestic energy efficiency. The 
CESP was concerned with achieving carbon emissions savings targets ahead 
of assisting households to be more energy efficient. This bias resulted in the 
CESP being focussed upon the delivery of technological interventions, which 
could be easily quantified, delivered, and verified. The inclusion of HEA 
packages in the list of measures was an exception, included at the request of 
stakeholders during the consultation period. However the analysis undertaken 
here suggests that they were a token gesture, which the government did not 
actively seek to promote. The impact of heavy prescription, and 
disadvantageous treatment through the scoring process, resulted in poor 
uptake. The documentary analysis clearly affirms the frustrations expressed by 
practitioners (chapter 1A) at their inability to deliver follow-on support to 
households. 

The evidence examined here does not provide grounds to dispute the energy 
savings potential of the measures delivered through the CESP. There is a 
difference, however, between potential savings and actual savings. If 
householders did not understand how to use or respond to the measures 
delivered, or thought that they allowed them to be less prudent in their energy 
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use behaviour, any potential savings could be threatened. Proof of delivery of 
measures was used as the primary measure of carbon savings achieved, and 
post-completion monitoring of installations was minimal. Through the review it 
was identified that no strategies were put in place to assess or respond to the 
potential variance in savings caused by householder behaviour. Reasons for 
this omission are unclear, but it suggests at either an ignorance, oversight, or a 
lack of interest in addressing real-world conditions. The situation certainly 
supports the suggestion from the original research proposal that the public are 
vulnerable to being positioned in a subordinate, passive role in strategies to 
improve domestic energy efficiency. 

Acknowledging and seeking to respond to the impact of householders on 
performance would have required far more intensive work on behalf of all 
parties involved, and have taken longer to deliver. It could be argued that a 
more user-focussed approach such as this would have been inherently at odds 
with a top-down initiative such as the CESP. This incompatibility is, perhaps, the 
root of the problems identified. 

The documentary analysis raises broader issues about the way in which energy 
obligations such as the CESP operated. A chain of conflicting agendas 
ultimately contorted the CESP, and reduced its potential effectiveness at 
assisting households to save energy. Having had carbon savings targets 
imposed upon them from above by the UK government, obligated energy 
generators and suppliers focussed their attention on achieving their quotas by 
the easiest and most cost-effective methods within the confines set. As 
commercial organisations, they had little cause or reason to be interested in 
what happened beyond this point, particularly if it involved further financial 
outlay on their part. 

Rather than energy generators and suppliers delivering measures themselves, 
the CESP saw this obligation being passed down to local authorities, registered 
social landlords and their partners to implement. The activities of practitioners 
involved in delivering the CESP to households were ultimately constrained by 
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the prior decisions made by obligated generators and suppliers, and those 
made further back by Ofgem and the Department for Energy and Climate 
Change (DECC). As reported through the interviews (chapter 1A), practitioners 
were unable to deviate from the programme in order to respond to needs that 
they identified in the communities they were working. 

At the far end of the chain, householder involvement in CESP-funded projects 
was limited to opting in or out of the scheme, and liaison as to the practicalities 
of delivery. Their involvement was further constrained as a result of practitioners 
being encouraged to get as many people signed up to a scheme as possible in 
order to maximise carbon savings scores. The experiences of householders 
involved in a CESP-funded scheme in Hull are the focus of the third 
investigative activity, detailed in the next section, providing further perspective 
on the topic.
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Chapter 1, Section C: Investigating the 

experience of householders
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1C.1: Introduction

This section of the chapter details the insights obtained through engaging with 
householders on the subject of CESP-funded energy efficiency improvement 
works in Hull. The investigation was undertaken via a schedule of interviews, 
which was approached with two aims in mind. The primary aim was to develop 
an appreciation of the experiences of people who had received CESP-funded 
works to their homes, and then to triangulate the findings from the two 
preceding activities. The goal was to assess whether the issues raised by 
practitioners, and the problems brought to light through the analysis of the 
supporting documentation, were also recognised by householders, or if different 
issues emerged. The second aim was to develop positive relationships with 
householders, with a view to their potential involvement in activities to test and 
refine the proposed framework in due course.

1C.2: Examination of precedents

Elsharkawy and Rutherford’s (2015) study addresses some similar issues to 
this exercise. A key difference is that their article concerns only the first part of a 
before and after study into the CESP, detailing the situation of households who 
were due to receive CESP-funded works; addressing householders’ energy use 
behaviours, rather than their experience of the CESP. 

Allan et al’s report (2013) details all elements of their before and after study into 
householders’ experience of a CESP-funded project, thus demonstrating closer 
parallels with the projected schedule of interviews. Allan et al examined the 
case of the North Bransholme estate in Hull on behalf of charity National Energy 
Action (NEA) and energy provider E-On. They examined both the direct and 
spin-off benefits to householders who had received CESP-funded works to their 
homes. Their investigation employed both qualitative and quantitative research 
instruments, and included observations taken before, during, and after the 
improvement works had been delivered. Allan et al’s qualitative data 
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instruments were examined during the process of designing this investigation, 
as detailed in section 1C.3.5. Further discussion of the parallels between their 
findings and those of this study are detailed in section 1C.8. 

1C.3: Research design

1C.3.1: Framing the interviews

A flexible research design was again employed, but a greater degree of 
flexibility was employed than in the interviews with practitioners, so as to ensure 
that the voices of the interviewees were heard authentically. This change was 
intended to negate the potential for the emergence of any unconscious bias in 
relation to the findings from the first two investigative activities. The principles of 
naturalistic inquiry were accordingly brought into sharper focus. The key 
considerations were the avoidance of imposing preconceptions upon the 
situation under investigation, and avoiding efforts to manipulate it (Patton, 2015: 
48–50). 

1C.3.2: Sampling strategy

A purposive sampling strategy was again adopted, with cases identified on the 
basis of their relevance to the study, rather than as to their statistical 
significance, and with the focus placed on depth of insight, rather than breadth 
(Silverman, 2014: 60; Patton, 2015: 264). The selection of cases was influenced 
by two of the sampling strategies defined by Patton (2015: 266–307). 
Utilisation-focussed sampling (type 28) was applied in respect to identifying a 
neighbourhood within which to work. Purposeful random sampling (type 19) was 
then applied in respect to identifying households from the chosen 
neighbourhood. The two phases of sampling are detailed in the following 
sections. 
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1C.3.3: Sampling - neighbourhood

A form of utilisation-focussed sampling (Patton, 2015: 295) was applied in order 
to define the geographical area in which the interviewees would be drawn from. 
The selection process, undertaken in conjunction with SG from NPS Humber, 
involved the assessment of a number of possible locations. The process 
resulted in the selection of the Boulevard neighbourhood in West Hull as the 
most appropriate option (appendix 3.1). The primary rationale for the choice 
was that the Boulevard neighbourhood had been the subject of a CESP-funded 
energy efficiency improvement project, which NPS Humber had been involved 
in delivering. NPS’ involvement in the project brought a number of advantages, 
including easier access to supporting information, and the scope for the 
interviews to provide NPS with an alternative form of post-completion 
evaluation. 

The CESP-funded works in the Boulevard neighbourhood had been undertaken 
by way of a number of consecutive phases, each addressing a different group 
of streets. The choice of which phase to focus on was discussed with SG, 
resulting in the decision to address the streets covered by the first phase of the 
works, completed approximately a year earlier. The rationale was that 
households in this part of the neighbourhood would be in a position to reflect 
upon all stages of the CESP-funded works programme, in addition to one years 
experience of living with the measures that had been delivered.

The sample area was defined using the same boundary as the CESP-funded 
scheme, comprising 206 residential properties in the area bounded by Airlie 
Street, Aylesford Street and Albermarle Street (appendix 3.2). All of the 
properties in the sample area date from the first quarter of the twentieth century, 
are of two storeys, brick and tile construction, and are arranged in short terraces 
(appendix 3.3). Some terraces front the three principal streets, whilst others are 
arranged in cul-de-sac courts, set at right angles to the main street. The court 
housing arrangement is a form of by-law housing distinctive to Hull (Neave and 
Neave, 2010: 16). The CESP-funded works in the area involved the installation 
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of external solid wall insulation (ESWI) to all of the properties that had opted-in 
to the scheme. The CESP-funding had also been augmented with funding from 
an alternative source, which enabled improvement works to front gardens, 
boundary treatments, and paving in the cul-de-sac courts to be delivered at the 
same time. 

The sample area had been included within a much larger regeneration project a 
few years previously, to be delivered as part of the UK Government’s Housing 
Market Renewal Pathfinders Initiative (Wilson, 2013). The resulting Newington 
and St Andrew’s Area Action Plan (Hull City Council, 2010) proposed large-
scale remodelling of the wider neighbourhood, including the demolition and 
replacement of some houses, and undertaking external improvements to others. 
A change in Government in 2010 and a subsequent spending review saw the 
project halted. Some elements of the project were subsequently delivered, 
particularly where demolition work had already taken place. This did not include 
the rebuilding and improvement works proposed in the Boulevard area (Hull 
City Council, 2010: 25–30), which were postponed indefinitely. The CESP-
funded works, and the associated improvements to front gardens and walls, 
thus came in the wake of the cancelled proposals. 

1C.3.4: Sampling - households

The second element of the sampling process, concerning the identification of 
households, broadly reflected Patton’s characterisation of purposeful random 
sampling (Patton, 2015: 286). The intention was to identify a random selection 
of cases from within the study area, unified by having experience of the CESP-
funded energy efficiency improvement project, and balancing “credibility and 
manageability” (ibid.). The time and resource constraints of the research meant 
that it was not feasible to interview or even approach all 206 households within 
the neighbourhood. Accordingly, the aim was to secure ten interviews, matching 
the interviews with practitioners. 
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The process of identifying participants from the sample area was assisted by 
the resident liaison officer connected to the CESP-funded works, who fulfilled 
the role of gatekeeper. The resident liaison officer indicated that the 
neighbourhood could potentially prove a difficult place in which to secure 
interviewees, and consequently offered to assist in identifying households that 
might be willing to engage. A list of fifteen households to approach was duly 
assembled. The list included addresses but not names, in the interests of not 
breaching confidentiality, and allowing householders to remain anonymous if 
they so wished. 

The approach to making contact with householders was influenced by the 
previous activities to secure interviews with practitioners, comprising of a 
invitation pack, introduced by a covering letter. The contents of the invitation 
pack are discussed in more detail in section 1C.3.6. The invitation packs were 
delivered by hand to each of the fifteen households, with attempts made to 
engage with the householders at the same time, so as to establish an initial 
face-to-face connection. The pack requested householders to confirm their 
interest via either the freepost envelope included, or via telephone or email. A 
return visit to the neighbourhood was also undertaken a week after the initial 
visit, following-up on any households that had not responded.

The sampling process resulted in the initial identification of nine householders 
who were interested in taking part. However the sample size subsequently 
reduced, due to changes in the circumstances of four of the householders. Five 
interviews were eventually secured,

1. Female. Owner. Sole occupant. Retired. Resident for 62 years 

2. Female. Tenant. Family occupancy. Retired. Resident for 14 years

3. Female. Tenant. Sole occupant. Part-Time Employed. Resident for 17 
years
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4. Couple. Owners. Sole occupants. Retired. Residents for 62 years

5. Male. Owner. Sole occupant. Full-Time Employed. Resident for 16 
years

1C.3.5: Instrumentation

The interviews were approached using the same general instrumentation as the 
interviews with practitioners, employing Patton’s interview guide approach 
(2015: 438–442). The appropriateness of the strategy was validated by 
awareness of the post-completion questionnaire that Hull City Council issued to 
households that had received CESP-funded works (appendix 1.2). The 
questionnaire posed tightly framed questions, aimed at assessing satisfaction 
with the practicalities of the delivery of the scheme. By adopting a more open 
approach to questioning, addressing a broader range of topics, and framing the 
agenda solely as ‘obtaining a better understanding’, the interviews provided a 
means to access richer insights.

As mentioned in section 1C.2, parity with Allan et al’s 2013 study had been 
identified prior to designing the instrumentation, which provided another useful 
means to clarify the angle of approach to be adopted. The qualitative elements 
of Allan et al’s study concerned questionnaires, focus groups and interviews 
(2013: 19–21). Only a sample of their instrumentation is included in their report 
(2013: 75–91). The sample was sufficient to identify that some of the their face-
to-face activities employed questions that could lead participants towards set 
types of answer (2013, 78–79). It was deemed more appropriate to adopt a 
looser style of questioning, allowing the interviewees to shape the agenda. 
Potential was, however, recognised in how Allan et al addressed the topic of the 
wider community (2013: 79–80) which, if combined with a looser style of 
questioning, could provide a useful means to build connections with 
interviewees. 
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The topics for discussion were again developed through discussion with SG 
from NPS Humber, and were essentially split into two categories. One 
addressed the CESP-funded works, whilst the other addressed the local 
neighbourhood. The latter was included as a means to contextualise the 
situation of each interviewee, and to help to build up a rapport with them for the 
first time. This was another strategy that had proved productive during the 
interviews with practitioners. 

Fourteen semi-structured questions were eventually agreed (appendix 3.4).  
The questions were framed so as to encourage broader discussion, rather than 
simple ‘yes or no’ answers. The phrasing and ordering of the questions were not 
intended to be strictly adhered to. In the spirit of the outline guide approach, 
realising a natural, engaged conversation was more important. The intention to 
produce an audio recording meant that this could easily be accommodated, and 
that attention could be focussed upon discussion rather than note taking. 

1C.3.6: Ethical considerations

The local resident liaison officer took the time to suggest a range of practical 
tips, based upon their experience of engaging with the community. The 
guidance was compiled as part of a risk assessment, detailing envisaged risks 
and mitigating actions (appendix 3.5). The risk assessment also pointed 
attention towards the invitation pack and interview prologue, as the source of 
the ethical considerations that were intended to protect both interviewees and 
interviewer (appendix 3.6). 

The invitation pack and prologue detailed the purpose of the interviews and the 
broader research project, including ethical considerations. Potential 
interviewees were informed that participation in the process was voluntary, with 
no incentives offered, and that they were free to withdraw from proceedings at 
any time. The intention to produce an audio recording was clearly stated, 
subject to prior agreement with interviewees, and a copy of this or any notes 
made were to be made available on request. Anonymity was also promised, 
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unless otherwise agreed. The pack was completed through the inclusion of a 
consent form for completion by those willing to take part.

1C.4: Conducting the interviews

All of the interviewees opted to be interviewed in their own homes, and all 
agreed to an audio recording being made of their interview. The way in which 
the questions had been framed provided a useful balance between guiding 
interviewees in the direction of the topic but allowing them to talk freely and at 
length within the loose confines. The freedom to alter the order of the questions 
to suit the emerging discussion was equally useful. Indeed, all but one of the 
interviews took the form of a natural conversation as opposed to a scripted 
interview, with the listed topics emerging organically in some cases. The format 
allowed for clarification to be sought on any underdeveloped or unaddressed 
points, which further enhanced the level of detail acquired. 

1C.5: Coding

A notable difference to the earlier coding activities was that the audio recordings 
were analysed directly, rather than first producing written transcripts. Dedoose 
was initially employed to undertake this task. However the process was 
unexpectedly drawn to a halt when Dedoose suffered a system-wide crash 
(Babcock, 2014; Straumsheim, 2014). The crash resulted in the loss of all of the 
data held on Dedoose’s cloud server, including the four transcripts that had 
coded. The work lost was not recoverable, hence had to be started again from 
the beginning. Wary of the incident, and of storing data on cloud servers, the 
decision was taken to code the audio recordings manually using Microsoft Word 
and Express Scribe which, although unconventional, proved effective. 

King and Horrocks’ (2010: 149–158) three-phase interpretation of thematic 
analysis again formed the basis of the approach used to coding the interview 
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data. However an inductive approach was employed from the outset. The 
decision partly reflected the gradual transition from a deductive to an inductive 
approach to coding the interviews with practitioners. It was also based upon the 
desire to enable the voices of the interviewees to be heard in the most authentic 
manner possible. A deductive approach, focussed solely on the topics 
addressed at the outset, would potentially have obscured some of the issues 
raised by interviewees, particularly any digressions.

Descriptive coding of the audio recordings was first undertaken, resulting in the 
identification of 644 descriptors or excerpts. A scheme of sixty three 
interpretative codes was then devised, collected under eight overarching 
themes, as discussed in the following section. The full set of coded interview 
excerpts is included here as appendix 3.7 (digital files). All personal and 
sensitive data has been securely redacted, in accordance with guidance 
produced by The National Archives (2016: 16 - 17). As the interviews were 
coded directly from the audio recordings, no written transcripts were produced. 
The audio recordings are not included as appendices, as it was not practical to 
redact them and maintain their usefulness. This and all other processing data is 
being securely stored.

1C.6: Discussion

Each of the eight themes is discussed in turn, with the source of each 
observation identified via a reference in brackets, detailing both the case 
reference (e.g. B4) and the descriptor reference (e.g. 194–198). The references 
are applied consistently between the text and the coded interview excerpts in 
appendix 3.7.

1C.6.1: Community

Four of the five interviewees discussed their perceptions of what constituted 
their neighbourhood in a geographical sense (B1: 42–44; B2: 139; B3: 194–195; 
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and B4: 420, 427). All of their perceptions differed, but it was notable that none 
aligned with the geographical boundaries of the CESP project. 

In respect to community spirit, a number of interviewees looked back favourably 
on the past (B1: 9; B2: 171; B4: 303, 421). One interviewee was explicit in 
identifying that there had been a deterioration of community spirit and 
connections with other householders in recent years (B2: 141–142, 176). They 
considered that “people don’t want to get involved with people in this day and 
age - they keep themselves to themselves” (B2: 171), a sentiment reiterated in 
case B3 (B3: 281). 

Other interviewees raised the same issue, but indirectly, through addressing 
issues such as the fast turnover of householders associated with private rented 
properties (B1: 72–74; B5: 544), and the range of different nationalities 
represented in the neighbourhood (B1: 74; B4: 414–417, 424). Three 
interviewees identified somebody in the local area that they did not talk to (B1: 
70; B4: 415; B5: 507), but some established friendships were also discussed 
(B1: 47, 106–107; B4: 416; B5: 504-505). 

Previous issues of anti-social behaviour in the area were addressed by two 
interviewees, and the way in which the community had united in action to 
respond to them (B3: 180; B4: 325–363). Nonetheless it was acknowledged that 
encouraging local people to get involved was difficult, particularly so of late (B1: 
7; B4: 411, 447). 

You’ll never get a group of more than five or six from this area to a meeting 
- they just won't want to know. You are preaching to the confirmed - the 
unconfirmed will all be sat on their backsides watching the box. (B4: 447).

Community action and representation were discussed in particular detail in case 
B4, including attendance at local authority meetings, the perceived differences 
between the area and other parts of the city, and engagement with the police in 
order to address problems (B4: 406–459). 
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In summation, the Boulevard neighbourhood was demonstrated to be a place of 
variation, with both established and more recent householders living alongside 
one another. Differences between groups did not appear to be causing 
significant issues, as they had done in the past when anti-social behaviour had 
been an issue. The interviews demonstrated that community cohesion was 
something that had the potential to be improved, but that it might be hard to get 
people involved. 

1C.6.2: Energy use

All five interviewees discussed their efforts to save energy at home, addressing 
both technological and behavioural measures. (B1: 100–101, 116; B2: 154; B3: 
222, 252–253, 287; B4: 366–377; B5: 531–536, 553–555, 561). No explicit 
mention was made of environmental concerns as a driver for saving energy; 
saving money was palpable as the key motivation. Three of the interviewees 
compared their own energy use behaviour with that of other people they knew, 
including neighbours and friends (B3: 225, 249, 258–261, 285–293; B4: 429). 

Four interviewees drew attention to their energy bills in a general sense, one in 
respect to average spend (B3: 251), and two in respect to payment and 
metering practices (B1: 81; B4: 428; B5: 570). Further discussion of domestic 
energy use was made by all interviewees in relation to the CESP-funded works, 
and is thus discussed in the next section. On reflection, the interviews 
demonstrated that there was an awareness of and appetite for saving energy as 
a means to save money. 

1C.6.3: CESP programme - impact

Interviewees addressed two specific themes with regard to the impact of the 
CESP-funded works; energy efficiency and aesthetics. In respect to energy 
efficiency, one interviewee was keen to stress that their house was warmer as a 
result of the works having being undertaken (B3: 197, 214, 214–218, 250). 
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Specifically, they noted that they now slept with a window open (B3: 217), rarely 
used the gas fire (B3: 220, 259), and only turned the radiators on in order to dry 
clothes when it was raining (B3: 221, 262). A parallel reduction in energy bills 
had not been noticed though, the interviewee still putting the same amount in 
their token meter (B3: 223). 

In case B5, the interviewee estimated that they were using approximately half 
as much energy as before the works had been undertaken (B5: 570), and had 
not had to switch the heating on between February and May (B5: 474). Another 
interviewee noted that their bills had also gone down, and that they appreciated 
not having to put the central heating on as often, now controlling it using the 
thermostat as opposed to the timer (B1: 26, 78). In case B4 it was reported that 
the house felt warmer, but the interviewee noted that nobody had been to 
actually measure the impact of the works (B4: 364, 369, 398). The one 
interviewee that had not seen an improvement suggested that a lack of double 
glazing in their house made some rooms feel cold, but that their landlord was 
still resistant to installing it (B2: 153, 157, 168).

Unanimous praise was expressed for the aesthetic improvement that had been 
delivered to the area as a result of the works. Some interviewees relayed the 
positive reactions of family members and friends when visiting the area (B3: 
207, 239, 240; B4: 345; B5: 515). One interviewee highlighted the visual 
improvement delivered through the change from dark brick to the new light 
coloured render (B5: 511, 612). Yet the same interviewee also suggested that 
the improvement to the exterior of properties actually masked the poor state of 
the houses underneath (B5: 633). Another interviewee suggested that the 
improvements delivered had encouraged them to halt their plans to move house 
(B3: 230). 

Another element raised was the anticipated positive impact of the works upon 
the value of houses (B5: 471, 494, 608). Examples of the CESP-funded works 
inspiring further home improvement works on behalf of interviewees were 
reported in three cases (B1: 37; B3: 269; B5: 475–502, 556-557, 587). These 
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expressions enforced the suggestion that the works had delivered an increased 
sense of pride in the area (B5: 514, 520, 634). One interviewee did discuss their 
initial reluctance to having the works undertaken, due to having recently paid to 
have works undertaken to the frontage of their property. However they had 
eventually agreed to being involved, and appreciated the works that had been 
undertaken (B4: 307–310). 

1C.6.4: CESP programme - information

All interviewees noted being exposed to a varied range of information about the 
CESP-funded works prior to their commencement. Examples included an initial 
pack of information (B1: 59), a meeting at the local church hall (B3: 200), a 
display onboard an information bus (B5: 563–564), and contact with the local 
resident liaison officer (B3: 232). Four of the interviewees clearly understood at 
the outset that the CESP-funded works were intended to improve domestic 
energy efficiency (B1: 68; B2: 149; B4: 367; B5: 564). 

The one interviewee who was not aware of the energy efficiency connotations 
understood that the works were concerned with “re-doing the houses” and 
giving them “a quick lick-up” (B3: 196, 199–202, 232). The same interviewee, 
and another, acknowledged that the full extent of the works had not been clear 
to them at the outset, with clarity only emerging once construction works had 
begun (B3: 232; B5: 564–565, 573–574). 

One interviewee admitted that they did not know where the funding for the 
works had come from (B3: 292). Another expressed an awareness of the 
involvement of an energy supplier, but believed that they had pulled-out at some 
point (B4: 397). The other three interviewees did not raise the issue of finance 
at all, apart from one expressing gratitude that the works had not cost 
householders anything (B1: 25). The interviewee in case B4 was particularly 
concerned about the potential waste of public money, due to the inefficient 
construction practices that they had witnessed (B4: 388, 397). 
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Turning attention to information received during the process of the works, 
reports from interviewees were varied. Some said that they were unable to fault 
the information that they had received (B3: 231; B4: 402). Another interviewee 
suggested that they had not received a lot of information, but that anything that 
they had received was supplied by the resident liaison officer (B1: 61, 88). 

The resident liaison officer was commended by other interviewees for keeping 
them informed during the course of the works and addressing any issues that 
arose (B2: 132; B3: 245–247; B5: 614). One interviewee did recount difficulties 
in communication when problems arose, suggesting that the local authority 
“were quite blasé at first” and appeared to be listening to the building contractor 
but not to householders (B5: 615–616). The interviewee did, however, 
acknowledge that the local authority eventually took a more hands-on approach 
once they realised what was happening. 

The distribution of information following the completion of the works was the 
subject of inconsistencies. Two interviewees, both owners, said that they had 
received a handover pack (B4: 403; B5: 589). Another two interviewees, one an 
owner and one a tenant, said that they had not received a pack (B1: 90; B2: 
163). The interviewee in case B3, a tenant, did not explicitly discuss the 
handover pack, but suggested that they did not have information about the paint 
that had been used (B3: 235), which was included in the handover pack. 

Three interviewees reported a lack of knowledge about maintenance practices 
(B1: 91; B2: 135; B5: 588). In addition, interviewees’ knowledge of contact 
procedures after the completion of the works was inconsistent. Two 
interviewees said that they had not been notified of who to contact if issues 
arose (B1: 58; B2: 147). Another suggested that they would go and seek-out the 
resident liaison officer or the building contractors (B3: 263, 290). 

Overall, the views of interviewees on the information that they received prior, 
during, and following the completion of the CESP-funded works demonstrated a 
mixed picture. The insights were revealing, but did not help to clarify the 
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reasons for the inconsistencies, with a range of potential factors observed to be 
at play, such as differences in tenure, and variance in levels of personal interest 
in the works. 

1C.6.5: CESP programme - construction works

The discussion of working practices when installing the external solid wall 
insulation brought to light a range of issues that interviewees had experienced, 

• operation of a boiler affected by vibrations from drilling works (B3: 237) 

• claustrophobia induced by the scaffolding required to install the external 
solid wall insulation (B4: 452)

• a damp patch emerged on an inside wall subsequent to the works, believed 
to be caused by an air brick being filled-in (B4: 390)

• workmen seen driving the wrong way down a one-way street without a 
banksman (B5: 542)

• lead flashing stolen from the roof whilst the scaffolding was in place (B5: 
617)

The treatment of empty properties was raised by three interviewees. Two 
interviewees raised queries about the ownership of such properties, and the 
conduct of absentee landlords (B1: 57, 110–111; B2: 173–175). Another 
interviewee described the case of a house which had yet to have external solid 
wall insulation applied, due to being under probate (B5: 575). In case B3, the 
interviewee noted that a number of nearby properties had previously suffered 
fire damage and were still waiting to be refurbished inside, although they had 
received external works. The interviewee was aware that making contact with 
landlords had proved difficult (B3: 272–279).
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The scheduling of construction works was a cause of concern for a number of 
interviewees, who were frustrated about the time taken from the start of works 
to completion. One interviewee identified that their house was amongst the first 
to receive works but was one of the last to be finished, meaning that they “lived 
in a building site for 2 years” (B1: 20, 24, 34). The way that works had moved-
on to another part of the neighbourhood, despite snagging works having not 
been completed, was raised in case B2 (B2: 131). Another interviewee identified 
that the nearby school had been built in less time than it had taken to complete 
the CESP-funded works (B5: 568). 

Delays connected to the works to front gardens, railings and footpaths were 
reported as a particular source of frustration, only serving to prolong the 
construction period (B1: 89; B3: 208, 234, 241). Two interviewees provided 
particularly detailed accounts of their experiences (B4: 386–396, 451; B5: 541–
542, 619). Another two interviewees raised specific concerns about how works 
to their boundaries had been handled, and how the works had brought 
boundary disputes to light (B1: 17–18; B2: 128–129). 

Some interviewees drew attention to details of the construction works that they 
felt were inappropriate. One interviewee was concerned that their gable wall, 
which adjoined a neighbour’s garden, had been rendered rather than having a 
brick slip finish applied. Their concern was that the rendering was liable to being 
damaged, whether through footballs being kicked at it, or the wall being drilled 
to attach a washing line (B1: 56, 93, 109). Another interviewee criticised the fact 
that householders could not touch-up the paintwork, because a special paint 
had been used (B3: 266).

In case B4, the interviewee expressed disappointment that the works to garden 
boundaries did not match the specification of those delivered in nearby Anlaby 
Road and Plane Street. However they recognised that a different funding 
stream had been involved (B4: 381). The same interviewee also criticised the 
walls dividing properties as being too low (B4: 381), whilst another interviewee 
was frustrated by the design of the gates, which were prone to being slammed 
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shut (B5: 523, 539). On a more positive note, one interviewee noted that the 
cladding had been delivered to a consistent standard across the neighbourhood 
(B4: 383). 

Three interviewees expressed their satisfaction at the courtesy shown to them 
during the works. Examples included paying householders £10 a week in order 
to cover the cost of temporary lighting (B1: 21, 98), and cleaning the windows of 
houses after the works had been completed (B2: 166; B3: 233). But frustration 
was voiced in some cases with regard to defects in the works which had yet to 
be resolved. These included paintwork on rendering needing touching-up (B2: 
162), chipped paintwork on railings (B1: 35, 83; B2: 135; B4: 382), boundary 
disputes (B2: 162), water ingress (B4: 390), and footpath drainage (B1: 83, 86). 

The insights demonstrated that the works to deliver the CESP-funded energy 
efficiency improvements and associated improvements to gardens, boundaries 
and footpaths had a profound impact upon all five interviewees. Many of the 
impacts had been short-lived, but some still remained at the time the interviews 
were undertaken. 

1C.6.6: CESP programme - householder involvement

All interviewees reported feeling sufficiently involved in the CESP-funded works. 
One interviewee expressed contentment in the way that those working on the 
scheme had frequently checked-up that all was well (B3: 244). Another said that 
they had actively involved themselves in the project, and went to ask if anything 
was unclear (B4: 404). In case B5 the interviewee suggested that they would 
not have had time to be more involved in the project, due to time constraints, 
but had felt sufficiently involved (B5: 628). 

One interviewee noted that there had been “no real discussion” as to how the 
works would take place (B1: 94), but they did not see this as an issue. They felt 
that whilst being able to choose the colour of the front door was good, allowing 
householders to choose the colour of the render would have made the area look 
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unsightly (B1: 95). The interviewee in case B2 reiterated the general lack of 
consultation, but confirmed the ability to choose the colour of the front door, 
from four options (B2: 164). Three interviewees believed that they had not 
received a copy of the project satisfaction survey undertaken by the local 
authority (B1: 85; B2: 161; B5: 638). The two other interviewees did not address 
the survey. 

Interviewees considered their level of involvement in the programme as 
appropriate, contrasting with the concerns outlined in the original research 
proposal. Householders’ views could be interpreted as a sign that the CESP 
was delivered effectively in their neighbourhood. Whilst the views of 
interviewees cannot be disputed, it is possible that they reflected a lack of 
awareness of other ways in which they could have been involved in the project. 
This is something that was consciously not addressed, so as to avoid 
influencing their views and responses. 

1C.6.7: CESP programme - contacts

The construction workers were commended by all five of the interviewees. One 
commended their politeness and the lack of swearing (B1: 82). Another noted 
that they still spoke to workers when passing where building works were 
currently taking place (B3: 198). A number of interviewees noted how they had 
built-up positive relationships with workmen during the works, and engaged in 
gestures such as making them cups of tea (B1: 105; B2: 134; B3: 198; B4: 395) 
and taking tins of chocolates out to them (B1: 32; B2: 134). The resident liaison 
officer was again commended by two of the interviewees for a proactive 
approach to addressing any issues that arose (B3: 288; B5: 477–478, 567). In 
case B5, the interviewee had established a positive relationship with an officer 
from the local authority, which had resulted in issues being resolved (B5: 598, 
618, 642). The same officer was also commended in case B4 (B4: 400). None 
of the interviewees noted an awareness of or contact with officers at NPS 
Humber as part of the works. 
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The observations demonstrate that interviewees’ primary point of contact was 
with employees of the building contractor, less so the local authority, and not at 
all with NPS Humber or other bodies involved in the project. This observation 
reinforces the suggestion made during the interviews with practitioners that 
householders were not involved in the initial process of surveying properties. 

1C.6.8: Other issues in the local community

The use of an outline guide to structure the interview, coupled with the inductive 
approach to coding, was effective at identifying a range of additional themes of 
importance to the interviewees. Much of this material was not of direct 
relevance to the topic of domestic energy efficiency. However it was not 
discounted, on the basis that it provided an insight into local issues and 
narratives which may otherwise go untold. The presentation of these issues as 
an integral part of the findings also served to assign value to the contributions of 
the interviewees, which was a pleasing outcome of the instrumentation adopted. 
The additional issues raised are as follows. 

Airlie Street grass strip

Concern was expressed by three interviewees about the upkeep and future 
plans for a strip of landscaping alongside Airlie Street, opposite the school. One 
interviewee expressed concern about the land being used “as a dumping 
ground” following the removal of the surrounding railings (B3: 264), a view 
shared by another interviewee, who hoped that the local authority would do 
more to manage it (B5: 512, 525). A third interviewee was more vocal in 
opposing rumoured proposals for a bench to be put on the land, suggesting that 
this would attract undesirables to the area (B4: 350, 461, 462). 

‘Cut Terrace’

It became apparent that Chester Grove, one of the cul-de-sac courts, is 
colloquially known as ‘Cut Terrace’, because it provides a cut-through from the 
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study area to neighbouring Doncaster Street (B1: 47; B2: 175; B3: 229, 270–
272; B4: 326, 360–361). 

Dog fouling

Dog fouling on an area of grass in neighbouring Doncaster Street was raised as 
an issue by two interviewees (B1: 45–46; B2: 140), with the latter wondering if 
the addition of a fence and a gate would be the solution. 

Area beneath the flyover

The area beneath the Anlaby Road flyover, which provides a walking route to 
the bus stop that serves the city centre, was flagged-up as an issue by two 
interviewees. In one case flytipping was seen as the main problem (B1: 41). In 
the other case a range of issues were raised, including poor lighting and anti-
social behaviour (B2: 138)

Gateway plans (Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder)

Four interviewees addressed the previous plans for the regeneration of the 
neighbourhood. In case B4, the interviewee discussed in a positive light the 
houses that had been built before the plans were cancelled (B4: 353–354). 
However the interviewee expressed scepticism that the plans would have ever 
reached fruition in their area because of the sums of money involved (B4: 357, 
379), and blamed political parties for the cancellation (B4: 335, 380). 

In case B5, the interviewee suggested that they would have welcomed the 
demolition proposals, as the compensation involved would have enabled them 
to buy a different house elsewhere (B5: 576). However in case B3 the 
interviewee noted that their preference had been to stay put, as they liked the 
area and their neighbours (B3: 266–267). The interviewee in case B1 did not 
have a strong opinion, as their house had not been included as part of the 
demolition proposals (B1: 13). 
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Parking - impact of KC Stadium

The negative impact of the nearby KC Stadium upon the local area was raised 
by three interviewees, particularly in respect to parking on match days (B1: 52–
54; B2: 146; B5: 480–481). 

Positive perceptions of the area

Explicit comments about the positive character of the area were made by three 
of the interviewees. Attributes addressed included convenience (B1: 12; B3: 
191), feeling settled (B3: 181; B5: 487), quietness (B3: 184), and a general 
sense of positivity (B3: 183, 190; B5: 530). Two interviewees, from different 
parts of the neighbourhood, both suggested that they believed that they lived in 
the best terrace in the area, hinting at a sense of friendly rivalry (B1: 15; B3: 
185, 282). 

Previous issues

Three of the five interviewees addressed previous issues in the neighbourhood. 
Anti-social behaviour was a key topic (B4: 311, 321–322). Specifically, a spate 
of arson attacks were addressed by two of the interviewees (B3: 178, 283; B4: 
313–314), and drug dealing and prostitution by another (B5: 517–519). All three 
interviewees reported that these issues had now reduced or disappeared, with 
the installation of a CCTV camera and a metal gate being cited as key 
mitigating factors (B3: 179; B4: 329, 333, 340, 342)

Rented properties

The issue of absentee landlords was raised as a concern by three of the 
interviewees. In case B1, frustration was expressed at not knowing who 
particular properties were owned by. The interviewee believed such information 
would prove useful if issues arose, such as a recent gas leak in a neighbouring 
property. The interviewee suggested that a list of landlords should be compiled 
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and kept by the local authority or the Land Registry (B1: 55, 111). The 
interviewee in case B3 reported similar concerns, but specifically related to the 
time taken to refurbish fire damaged properties, as discussed in section 1C.6.5 
(B3: 189, 272–279). Absentee landlords were discussed with particular 
scepticism in case B4:

They can spend all the money they like, but I’m afraid to say that they 
might as well pour it down the nearest drain. People like us have always 
maintained our houses, kept them neat and tidy, but the absentee 
landlords just don’t care. (B4: 317). 

In spite of this, another interviewee perceived that the quality of tenants in the 
area had been improving over the course of the past two or three years (B5: 
506). 

Representation and involvement

Two interviewees raised the issue of local councillors and officers, suggesting 
that they saw little of them in the area. Both interviewees suggested that a face-
to-face meeting between councillors and householders would be a useful way to 
raise local issues (B1: 2, 4, 120, 123; B5: 640). 

Local facilities

All interviewees discussed facilities in the local area, including shops (B1: 50, 
B2: 143), the library (B1: 51; B2: 142), the Fish Trades club (B3: 271) and the 
Boulevard Village Hall (B4: 463). Two interviewees drew attention to children 
playing in the street (B1: 40; B5: 637), with one specifically identifying boredom 
and lack of facilities for children and young people as an issue (B1: 38). 

The local secondary school, which had only recently been constructed, was 
addressed by all of the interviewees. One interviewee believed that the 
development of the school had been the biggest positive influence on the area 
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in recent years, more so than the CESP-funded works (B5: 632). They also 
noted that the local authority were now sweeping the streets and cutting the 
grass more frequently because of the school (B5: 469). Another interviewee 
also complimented the school, and the positive contribution made by the head 
teacher (B3: 265). 

In case B4, issues of politics were raised, owing to the school being a free 
school, a type which the local authority generally does not support. The 
interviewee believed that the school had been agreed to by the local authority 
so as to secure funding to complete regeneration works in another part of the 
neighbourhood (B4: 352). One interviewee suggested that the use of the school 
site as a recreation facility during the holidays could be a potential response to 
the lack of facilities for young people in the area (B1: 38–39).

Rubbish and vermin 

Two interviewees raised mice as an issue. Both suggested that there had been 
a significant issue in the past, but that this had improved in recent years (B3: 
211; B4: 348). Stray dustbins and rubbish being left in the street were also 
identified as recurrent issues (B4: 318, 346). 

Streetlamp maintenance

A programme to replace the streetlamps in the neighbourhood was addressed 
by one interviewee, who noted that the lamp immediately outside their house 
was the only one that had not been changed (B1: 121). 

Unclassified observations

A further 131 descriptors were collated in an unclassified category, covering 
experience, skills and other personal information. This material was not 
analysed, and is not discussed here so as to maintain confidentiality. 
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1C.7: Dissemination

The observations uncovered through the interviews were collated into a multi-
page report and distributed to all of the interviewees (appendix 3.8). The format 
of the report reflects the type of case report that Lincoln and Guba identify as a 
characteristic feature of naturalistic inquiry (1985: 214), embracing “thick 
description” and allowing the reader to fully appreciate the situation being 
recounted. The report intentionally differed from the text-based report that had 
been produced to disseminate the findings of the interviews with practitioners. 
The format of the latter report allowed a detailed account of the data to be 
portrayed, but it was difficult to engage with, even for interested readers. In 
response the decision was taken to focus upon maximising the clarity and visual 
appeal of the report for householders. An integral part of the design concerned 
the arrangement of the data. The aim was to allow interviewees to see how their 
contributions related to those of other interviewees, and to thus identify any 
similarities or differences.

A set of provocative questions was included inside the back cover of the report, 
asking interviewees to consider how they felt about the data, whether any of the 
findings were surprising, and whether they had any additional insights to share. 
Contact was encouraged by telephone, post or email. No responses were 
received in the first instance. Two residents did however get in touch to seek a 
meeting to discuss the findings. It was at this meeting that the two residents 
expressed an interest in collaborating in order to undertake further activities to 
better understand their neighbourhood. This conversation provided a natural 
impetus to the next phase of investigative work, from within the community 
itself, as detailed in chapter seven. 

1C.8: Review of the objectives of the exercise

The interview process was clearly effective at fulfilling the second objective of 
the exercise, establishing connections that supported the development of the 
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envisaged participatory framework. The first objective of the exercise was the 
more substantial of the two, concerned with consulting householders’ 
experience of the CESP-funded works and then triangulating the responses 
with the findings from the other two investigative activities. The constraints 
associated with funding were not directly obvious in householders’ discussion of 
the CESP-funded works. The only explicit mention of funding was in case B4 
(388, 397), where the interviewee raised concerns about money being wasted 
due to inefficient construction practices. Nevertheless, looking at the insights 
obtained from householders as a whole affirms both the comments made by 
practitioners and the findings of the documentary analysis with regard to how 
funding scripted the form of projects. 

The interviews with practitioners and the documentary analysis identified the 
existence of a bias towards technological measures ahead of behavioural 
measures as a means to address domestic energy efficiency. The interviews 
with householders affirmed this observation, and revealed a range of examples 
of where behavioural measures could have been useful. This was particularly 
the case post-completion, when information about the measures delivered was 
inconsistently distributed, and sources of support poorly communicated. The 
absence of HEA packages, or similar guidance to accompany the measures 
delivered, was tangible. The abrupt cut-off of activity and contact at the end of 
the works, and the shift in the focus of activity to another area, was a further 
issue that was identified by householders and practitioners alike.

The interviews with householders proved revealing in respect to the perceived 
subservience of the public to practitioners, as raised in the original research 
proposal. Householders did not provide evidence of the pressure to sign-up to 
receive the CESP-funded works that had been evidenced in both the interviews 
with practitioners and in the documentary analysis. However, this may have 
been different had an interview been secured with a householder who had 
opted-out of receiving the works. 
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It is clear from the interviews that householders were fulfilling the role of 
customers, who were having the works ‘done to them’. Indicators to this effect 
included the way in which interviewees discussed the delivery of the works, and 
how they raised issues that they were waiting to be resolved. The interviewees 
did not appear to object to this arrangement, and did not consider the level of 
participation that was open to them in a negative light. However, this was an 
assessment based upon their experience, rather than in terms of other possible 
alternatives. Suggestions as to other ways in which they could have been 
involved in the project were consciously avoided, so as to avoid the potential of 
influencing their views.

An insightful finding from the interviews with householders that was not raised 
through the interviews with practitioners or the documentary analysis concerned 
the benefits delivered by the CESP-funded works. It was revealed that 
householders were generally satisfied with the works undertaken to their 
homes. However it became apparent that they placed an equal if not greater 
emphasis on the aesthetic benefits, compared to the energy efficiency 
improvements. This should not be seen as a negative outcome, as the 
interviewees were evidently very pleased with the visual changes that the works 
had delivered. The issue lies, however, in that the main aim of the works, in the 
form of energy efficiency improvement, was witnessed to have been 
overshadowed. This is not to say that energy efficiency improvements post-
completion were not identified by the majority of interviewees. However 
interviewees were not well enough informed to discuss these improvements 
with any certainty.

Explanations as to householders’ more vocal appreciation of the visual changes 
to the neighbourhood are speculative. The impact of the cancelled regeneration 
proposals for the area could possibly have heightened the appetite for physical 
improvement in the area. However further exploration fell outside of the remit of 
this research. The relative difference in tangibility between the visual changes 
and the intended improvements to energy efficiency delivered through the 
CESP programme may go some way to explaining the situation. Cross 
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referencing this observation with the review of the documentation and the 
interviews with practitioners is helpful. The policy review identified that little if 
any measurement of the performance of the energy efficiency measures 
delivered was undertaken. The interviews with practitioners built upon this by 
revealing that any data that was gathered had a limited circulation, which did 
not include householders. Householders consequently had only their 
perceptions of changes in energy efficiency to draw upon. It is arguable that 
more tangible evidence of improvement may well have inspired greater 
appreciation, or at least acknowledgement, of the measures delivered.  

The instrumentation used to conduct and process the interviews with 
householders resulted in a broad array of other topics being brought to light. Not 
all of the material raised was of direct relevance to the issues identified in the 
original research proposal. However it provides an insight into the impact of the 
works to deliver energy efficiency improvement measures upon householders, 
and identifies other issues in the local community which may not otherwise have 
come to light. These insights could be useful to other bodies, such as 
organisations responsible for planning future energy efficiency improvement 
projects, or the local authority. Collectively they also demonstrate the potential 
of the instrumentation as an effective tool for giving voice to the public. 

1C.9: Comparison with the findings of similar research

At this point it is useful to address the findings of Allan et al’s (2013) 
contemporary study of the impacts of a CESP-funded project in a different Hull 
neighbourhood. Through examining the recommendations stemming from their 
North Bransholme study (Allan et al, 2013: 68–71), a number of interesting 
differences and parallels can be drawn. 

Householders at North Bransholme had been offered more opportunities to 
influence the CESP-funded works, specifically the chance to vote for the colour 
of the external brick slip finish. Yet, as has already been raised, Boulevard 
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householders were not necessarily critical of their limited opportunities to shape 
the project in their neighbourhood. There was parity between the two project 
areas in respect to concerns about workmanship and quality assurance, 
something that both sets of householders were keen to raise. 

Another topic important to householders in both communities was the 
improvement to the sense of pride in their neighbourhood. Interestingly, Allan et 
al identified an enhanced sense of community cohesion at North Bransholme, 
something that did not become apparent through the interviews with Boulevard 
householders. It is notable that Allan et al qualified the sense of pride and 
community cohesion at North Bransholme as something that they had not 
observed in other CESP-funded projects that they had evaluated, and “should 
be taken as one of the main legacies of the programme” (Allan et al, 2013: 69). 

Resident liaison was identified as a key deficiency of the project at North 
Bransholme, but was highlighted as a strength amongst Boulevard 
householders. Parallels can be drawn, however, in respect to deficiencies in the 
level of information provided to households. Allan et al note that householders 
were not always fully aware of what was happening, which aligns with the 
observations made about the unresolved balance between communicating with 
landlords and communicating with tenants in respect to the Boulevard project. 

Allan et al identify a concern about deficiencies in follow-up activities, despite 
this being something that householders said they would have welcomed. There 
is a clear parallel on this front with the views raised by many of the practitioners 
interviewed in this study, and the underlying issues that can be discerned from 
the interviews with householders. Allan et al attribute these failings to the tight 
timescales associated with the CESP programme. However the policy analysis 
detailed in section 1B of this thesis actually suggests at more fundamental 
concerns in respect to the motivations of the CESP. 
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Chapter 1, Section D: Reflection and Progression
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1D.1: Discussion

The three investigative activities highlighted a clear need to provide means to 
better involve householders in shaping any proposals that will affect them, and 
to better appreciate and respect the specifics of their situation. The imposition of 
top-down initiatives such as the CESP may provide an effective means of 
meeting the objectives of government, or of organisations, but they risk being 
out of sync with the realities of everyday life. The resultant deduction is that the 
focus on the achievement of carbon savings goals, rather than an aim of 
helping householders to be more energy efficient, was a key failing of the 
CESP.  

The constraining influence of the CESP upon practitioners’ actions was clearly 
demonstrated through the investigative activities. Their actions were evidently 
being dictated by the necessary pursuit of external sources of funding. 
Practitioners were also being impeded from acting upon their convictions as to 
the benefits of providing further support to households for the same reason. A 
means to circumnavigate such constraints could allow practitioners to respond 
to the reality of situations, as opposed to the observed blind pursuit of objective, 
predetermined goals, set by distant groups with conflicting priorities. 
Another potential improvement would be the adoption of a longer-term view, not 
constrained by projects and strict deadlines. This could help to reflect the fact 
that not all energy efficiency improvements are realised instantly, or in the same 
way, and some may require more assistance than others.  

The three investigative activities also demonstrated the benefits of the 
naturalistic and flexible approach to instrumentation adopted. The activities 
brought to light a range of rich insights, which fulfilled the aim of assembling a 
more detailed picture of the CESP-funded works than had been achieved 
through the post-completion questionnaire undertaken by Hull City Council 
(appendix 1.2). 
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The ultimate conclusion arrived at was that the majority of the participatory 
activities evidenced in the three investigative activities were of a functional 
character. Participation was clearly being facilitated, but in a manner primarily 
aimed at informing the work of practitioners, rather than to assist or empower 
householders. It was also demonstrated that the projects being undertaken, 
particularly those funded by the CESP, were underpinned by fundamental 
assumptions that were not open for public debate. Householders were generally 
being poised as passive consumers of energy efficiency improvement 
measures, not as potential contributors or instigators. Their potential role in 
contributing to the specification and use of energy efficiency improvement 
measures was either being ignored or overlooked. Examination of the variance 
in forms of public participation is the focus of chapter two, as a means to 
contextualise the observations made in this chapter, and as a precursor to the 
exploration of potential responses. 
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Chapter 2: Exploring the variance in public 

participation in theory and in practice
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2.1: Introduction

The investigative activities detailed in chapter one revealed that public 
participation was being facilitated on the subject of domestic energy efficiency 
across a range of different projects and by various organisations. However the 
final criticism voiced was that the type of public participation that had been 
observed was limited in its scope and of a functional character. Householders 
were essentially fulfilling a passive role, assisting practitioners to deliver energy 
efficiency improvement schemes, as opposed to shaping more fundamental 
issues. These observations effectively reiterated the issues raised in the original 
research proposal. 

The judgements outlined above imply that there are different types of public 
participation, which is the subject that this chapter seeks to address. The 
potential for variance in interpretations of public participation is a theme that has 
relevance to the aims of this research project, not least because of the 
aspiration to effect positive change. Only through understanding the potential 
variance in public participation, and where the case of the CESP in Hull fits 
within this, could potential progressions be envisaged. 

The chapter is structured through the application of pre-existing models, which 
draw attention to distinct eras and schools of theory and practice on public 
participation. The discussion works towards the identification of the concepts of 
postpolitics and depoliticisation, which help to explain the forms of public 
participation detailed in chapter one. In examining the various criticisms that 
have been voiced towards depoliticised forms of public participation, the chapter 
naturally draws attention to potential responses, as is the subject of chapter 
three. 
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2.2: Models for understanding the variance in public 

participation

2.2.1: Overview

The variance in how public participation can be interpreted has, reassuringly, 
been addressed by a range of built environment scholars. Four models 
concerned with identifying different types of public participation were assessed 
as to their correlation with the aims of the task in hand, as detailed across the 
following pages. This included Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation (1969), 
Lane’s Conception of Planning and the Role for Public Participation (2005), the 
Nature of Participation (Coenen, 2009a; Williams and Matheny, 1996), and the 
normative / functional dichotomy of participation (Coenen, 2009a). 

2.2.2: The Ladder of Citizen Participation (Arnstein, 1969)

Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation (1969) is perhaps the most well-known 
example of a tool for demonstrating the potential variance in the types of public 
participation on built environment issues. Sharp and Connelly (2001: 35) note 
that there is an apparent aversion to any form of theory in materials that aim to 
encourage built environment practitioners to adopt participatory practices. 
However, they suggest that those who do address theory invariably cite 
Arnstein’s ladder, or a derivative. 

The model has been widely cited and reproduced as a means to support a drive 
to increase the level of public participation, across a range of disciplines. 
Examples include engaging with young people (Street and Herts, 2005: 6–7; 
Save the Children, 2009: 13), with older people (Age UK, 2011: 4–5), on 
environmental matters (Scandrett, 2013: 17), encouraging patient involvement 
(NHS England, 2013: 30; National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 
2016: 5), on matters of housing (Cullen, 2005: 8; Mouland and Grenier, 2015: 
12–13), community-led planning (Eardly and Vincent, 2011: 12–13) and public 
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participation in a more general sense (Involve, 2005: 18; Katz et al, 2007: 19–
20). 

Arnstein’s work has also provided the basis for a range of other models, which 
have sought to build-upon her original proposition. Wilcox (1994), for example, 
proposed a three-dimensional interpretation of the ladder. Davidson’s Wheel of 
Participation (1998) translated Arnstein’s basic concept into a circular formation. 
Tritter and McCallum (2006) opted for a mosaic arrangement instead of a 
ladder, whilst Coenen (2009a) retained the original ladder, but proposed the 
addition of another parallel ladder detailing hierarchies of political involvement.

Figure 4: A Ladder of Citizen Participation (Arnstein, 1969).

The ladder (Figure 4) is underpinned by two key assertions, as detailed in 
Arnstein’s original commentary (1969). The first assertion is that citizen 
participation equates to citizen power, and that citizen participation thus 
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provides a means by which to redistribute power to those otherwise excluded 
from political and economic processes. Arnstein’s second assertion is that if 
citizen participation is undertaken without a redistribution of power, the process 
will be an empty and frustrating one for the powerless. The ladder provides a 
scale of eight typologies of citizen participation, arranged as rungs, which 
demonstrate different configurations of the balance of power between 
practitioners and the public. Manipulation is located at the bottom of the ladder, 
identified as the lowest form of “Nonparticipation", with citizen control on the top 
rung, as the highest form of “Citizen Power”. 
                                               
Arnstein’s ladder not only classifies different forms of participation, but also 
assigns value to them, the ladder thus functioning as a scale or hierarchy. The 
assignment of value to different forms of participation is amplified in the 
terminology used to describe the three groups that Arnstein divided the eight 
rungs between. “Nonparticipation”, which refers to the bottom two rungs, and 
“Tokenism”, which concerns rungs three to five, are clear statements of a 
negative perception. These value statements help to support the view that not 
all interpretations of public participation are the same, and that not all forms of 
public participation are unequivocally positive in nature.

This research does not seek to dispute the value of Arnstein’s ladder as a tool 
to draw attention to the variety of potential forms of public participation, nor its 
capacity to classify different interpretations according to the balance of power 
that underpins them. However the ladder is not useful in helping to identify the 
origins or reasons behind these variations, which is something that was 
required as part of developing an understanding of the issues outlined in the 
original research proposal. Consequently, the potential of three alternative 
classificatory models was assessed. 
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2.2.3: The Conception of Planning and the Role for Public 
Participation (Lane, 2005)

Lane’s Conception of Planning and the Role for Public Participation (2005) is 
specifically concerned with town planning, but has relevance to other built 
environment disciplines. The model “tracks the changing role of public 
participation in planning thought” (Lane, 2005: 283), as a means to demonstrate 
that the role of public participation depends upon “the decision-making context 
in which it is embedded” (ibid.). The structure of Lane’s model (Figure 5) 
usefully synthesises the works of Arnstein (1969), Friedman (1987) and Hall 
(2002) in order to connect levels of public participation with models of town 
planning theory and practice.

Figure 5: Conception of Planning and the Role for Public Participation (Lane, 
2005: 286).

Lane associates the levels of participation identified by Arnstein with distinct 
eras, particularly so those listed in the ‘planning models’ column. On assessing 
the model, this association was raised as troublesome, particularly the 
suggested correlation between levels of public participation and planning 
models. The implication that more recent planning models are associated with 
the highest levels of public participation is undermined by the investigate 
activities detailed in chapter one. For this reason, it was deemed inappropriate 
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to use Lane’s model to frame the contents of this chapter. The identification of 
planning schools and planning models did ultimately prove useful structuring 
devices, however.

2.2.4: The Nature of Participation (Coenen, 2009a; Williams and 
Matheny, 1996)

The Nature of Participation is another model that aims to detail the potential 
variance in interpretations of public participation, as detailed in the works of 
Coenen (2009a) and Williams and Matheny (1996). The models discussed by 
Coenen and Williams and Matheny are not strictly the same, as they are 
discussed in relation to different contexts, for different purposes, and underpin 
different progressions. Furthermore, it is only Coenen who uses the title Nature 
of Participation. The two applications are discussed alongside one another here 
because of their shared foundation in three perspectives on the nature of public 
participation. The three perspectives consist of the managerial, the pluralist, and 
the argumentative or, as preferred by Williams and Matheny, the 
communitarian. 

Coenen’s discussion of the the nature of participation is concise and abstract, 
rather than applied (2009a: 4–6). He explains that the different perspectives on 
public participation are differentiated from one another by a range of variables, 
consisting of,

• how public preferences are sought, defined and pursued
• how roles are distributed between those who govern and those who 

are governed
• epistemology - how knowledge is produced

Each of the three perspectives represents a different way of thinking about and 
facilitating public participation. Williams and Matheny’s discussion of the model 
is different, in that they actually apply it in the context of the evolution of social 
regulation in the United States. In doing so, they provide a useful demonstration 
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of the different perspectives in practice, albeit in a different context to the focus 
of this research. 

A notable characteristic of the model concerns the dialectical progression from 
one perspective on participation to another, something which neither Coenen or 
Williams and Matheny address explicitly. The pluralist perspective serves as a 
response to perceived deficiencies in the managerial perspective, whilst the 
argumentative or communitarian perspectives represent a development beyond 
the principles upon which the pluralist perspective is based. Williams and 
Matheny go further than Coenen, proposing a fourth perspective, the dialogical, 
in response to the failings that they perceive in the other three perspectives 
(1996: 52–65). 

In assessing the relevance of the Nature of Participation to the aims of this 
research, a key factor in its favour is its concern with the motivations for 
different types of public participation. This represents an advancement over 
Arnstein’s model, which is more concerned with classifying the variance in 
manifestations of public participation. The way in which the Nature of 
Participation conceptualises different perspectives on public participation is 
notably useful. The managerial perspective, in particular, provides a means to 
describe approaches to built environment practice that place greatest control in 
the hands of practitioners and the bodies that they are responsible to. From this 
perspective public participation is viewed as an inconvenience and something to 
be avoided. Value is instead attached to “the discovery of the objectively ‘right’ 
decision”, something which practitioners are best placed to deliver upon 
(Coenen, 2009a: 5). 

In spite of the observed correlations, the other perspectives detailed in the 
Nature of Participation model were more difficult to discern in respect to the 
implementation of the CESP in Hull.
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2.2.5: The normative / instrumental dichotomy of participation 
(Coenen, 2009a)

Coenen identifies a broader classificatory model concerned with the arguments 
and motives for public participation, which overarches the three perspectives 
that make up the Nature of Participation (Coenen, 2009a: 8). The model 
identifies two distinct arguments for participation which, as detailed in Figure 6, 
are the normative and the instrumental.

Figure 6: Arguments and motives for public participation (Coenen, 2009a: 8).

Coenen identifies that functional or instrumental interpretations see public 
participation as "a means to an end”, an approach typified, he suggests, by the 
treatment of public participation in Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration (1992) 
and the Aarhus Convention (1998). An "instrumental perspective with an 
emphasis on pragmatic usage, can be distinguished from a normative 
perspective, with an emphasis on democratic and emancipatory 
values” (Coenen, 2009a: 2). Coenen identifies that whilst much of the literature 
about public participation tends to highlight the latter, practitioners are more 
inclined towards the instrumental interpretation, placing the focus upon the 
"efficiency and effectiveness” (2009a: 2).  
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It was ultimately decided that Coenen’s model would provide a fitting vehicle for 
critiquing and explaining the presenting problem. The instrumental perspective 
would provide a means to clarify the broader issues underpinning the 
observations from the initial investigative activities, whilst the normative 
perspective would assist in framing an alternative proposition in response. 

The decision was also taken to augment the model with some of the more 
pertinent elements of the three other models examined. From the Nature of 
Participation (Coenen, 2009a; Williams and Matheny, 1996) the managerial 
perspective on public participation was identified as a useful classificatory 
device. The models of town planning identified in Lane’s Conception of Planning 
and the Role for Public Participation (2005) were also seen as helpful 
accompaniments to Coenen’s model, and are used to structure the following 
discussion. 

2.3: From the fringes to the mainstream; the changing 

fate of public participation on matters of the built 
environment

2.3.1: Overview

This section addresses the changing fate of public participation on matters of 
the built environment in the UK from the early twentieth century onward. The 
examination of the historical context is a prerequisite for the discussion of the 
contemporary situation, in the next section. The historical review is divided into 
two parts. Firstly, the discussion concerns the era before public participation 
became a feature of mainstream built environment practice, and was instead to 
be found on the fringes. The discussion then addresses the gradual accession 
of public participation to the mainstream of built environment practice from the 
early 1990s onward. The communicative turn is an important element of the 
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discussion, as are the allied concepts of ‘theory of’ and ‘theory in’ public 
participation. 

2.3.2: The era of minimal participation; the managerial 
perspective and the blueprint and synoptic schools of thought

The managerial perspective on public participation (Coenen, 2009a; Williams 
and Matheny, 1996) provides a useful means to introduce the discussion of the 
era before public participation became a feature of mainstream built 
environment practice. Coenen describes the managerial perspective as being 
typified by “an emphasis on science, knowledge and objectivity”, and the view 
that decision-making is a form of problem-solving that should be the preserve of 
isolated experts (Coenen, 2009a: 4). From a managerial perspective, public 
participation in decision making causes unnecessary complications and thus 
should be minimised, because people will pursue their own interests rather than 
the greater good (ibid.). Lane’s Conception of Planning and the Role for Public 
Participation (2005: 286), specifically the “planning schools” column, provides a 
useful point of reference for addressing strands of built environment practice 
that accord with the managerial perspective. The blueprint era provides a vivid 
case in point. 

Lane’s discussion of the blueprint era (2005: 287–289) draws extensively upon 
the work of Hall (2002). Hall describes the role of the blueprint era town planner 
as “the omniscient ruler, who should create new settlement forms...without 
interference or question” (Hall, 2002: 53). Faludi (1973: 131) also contributes to 
the characterisation of the blueprint era, identifying fixed and predetermined 
aims as a hallmark. Lane (2005, 288) continues that practitioners working under 
this model enjoyed a high degree of control. They did not need to consider 
public or private interests, with the ballot box providing the only real form of 
participation open to the public. The blueprint era was characterised by the 
works of Ebenezer Howard, who spearheaded the garden city movement, and 
Patrick Geddes, who influenced the development of regional planning and the 
rational-comprehensive approach to town planning (Lane, 2005: 287–288). 
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Burnham and Bennett’s work, such as their 1909 Plan of Chicago (1970), and 
the wider ‘city beautiful’ movement that they were associated with, are equally 
representative of the blueprint era. 

The blueprint era was superseded in prominence by the synoptic or systems 
approach from the late 1950s onward (Lane, 2005: 289; Hall, 1983: 41–43). The 
shift was a response to the increasing scale of development, encompassing the 
postwar reconstruction drive, slum clearance programmes, and the 
accommodation of an increasing population and associated rise in car 
ownership. These increasing development pressures were responded to 
through a heightened application of process, framing the management of the 
built environment as a value-free scientific endeavour (Hall, 2002: 226). 

The synoptic or systems approach demonstrated similarities to the blueprint 
model in its respect for the central role of the the built environment professional. 
The difference lay in a greater emphasis on objectives and targets, the 
possibility and desirability of quantified prediction of outputs, and “systematic 
evaluation of alternative courses of action” (Hall, 1983: 42). As to the 
participation of the public in this form of built environment stewardship, Kiernan 
(1983) makes the deficiencies clear. The combination of the rational/
comprehensive, expert-led approach to decision making, and the belief in a 
unitary public interest, resulted in a controlled, scientific, and depoliticised 
planning process (ibid. 75–80). 

2.3.3: The Skeffington Report

The predominance of the synoptic or systems approach did not mean that the 
participation of the public was completely ruled-out. Yet attempts at its 
incorporation into mainstream built environment practice proved ineffectual. The 
situation surrounding People and Planning, more commonly know as the 
Skeffington Report (Skeffington, 1969), provides a useful demonstration of the 
uneasy relationship. The Committee on Public Participation in Planning had 
been set up to examine how to secure the participation of the public in the 
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production of development plans concerning their area (ibid. 1). The resulting 
report came in the wake of the Town and Country Planning Act 1968, which 
required local authorities to publicise their emerging development plans and to 
provide the opportunity for public representations to be made in response.

The publication of the Skeffington Report stimulated significant debate about 
public participation in the years immediately following, amongst practitioners 
and the public alike (Damer and Hague, 1971: 217). In spite of this attention, 
the official standing of the report, and its practical intentions, it did not make as 
significant an impact upon town planning practice as had been anticipated 
(Smith, 2005; Ward, 2004). The recommendations made for introducing new 
independent channels for public participation, in the form of community forums 
and community development officers, did not materialise (Smith, 2005: 43–44). 
Public participation was instead incorporated into the existing model of town 
planning practice. 

The containment of public participation within town planning practice, rather 
than it being situated in the broader context of local affairs, ultimately limited its 
potential (Ward, 2004). This configuration left unaddressed the fundamental 
issue of if and how the power to influence development proposals could be 
shared with the public. Power was instead left in the hands of practitioners and 
politicians (ibid. 123). Damer and Hague (1971) make the same observations as 
Ward. Yet they go further in suggesting that the type of public participation 
proposed in the Skeffington Report was of an ambivalent character and was 
unclear as to “whether participation is a means to an end or an end in 
itself” (ibid. 231).  On the one hand the Skeffington Report sought to recognise 
the injustices in past forms of practice. However the proposed response was to 
enhance the publicity of development proposals, which avoided any attempt to 
redistribute power, even in the face of evidence that this was increasingly what 
the public demanded (Damer and Hague, 1971: 231).
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2.3.4: Public participation at the fringes

It has been demonstrated that the dominant schools of built environment theory 
and practice during the blueprint and synoptic eras were opposed, indifferent or 
ineffectual in incorporating public participation. This is not to say that the 
appreciation of public participation could not be witnessed at all during this era. 
As to theory, one only has to look to the works of Mumford (1961), Jacobs 
(1961), and Arnstein (1969), for example, for evidence of calls for a more 
inclusive approach to managing the built environment. Perhaps most evocative 
are the examples of built environment practice from the 1970s and 1980s where 
public participation was embraced, as addressed by Towers (1995) and Hall 
(2002: ch8), for example. 

Ralph Erskine’s Byker Wall in Newcastle has frequently been offered as a 
positive example of built environment practitioners working with the public 
(Amery, 1974; Hall, 2002: 281; Towers, 1995: 50–52; Jenkins et al, 2010). 
The development of this social housing estate was distinctly different to more 
mainstream redevelopment strategies being employed at the time. 
Characteristics included Erskine setting-up his office in a disused funeral 
director’s shop within the neighbourhood, viewing residents as ‘user clients’ in 
order to involve them in designing their new homes, and being responsive to the 
wishes of the community, such as in honouring their calls for more houses than 
flats. As Towers notes, these characteristics were “important innovations in 
urban renewal” at the time (1995: 50–52). 

Erskine’s work at Byker represents a one-off project, but the case of the 
community architecture movement provides an example of a more concerted 
application of public participation that contrasted sharply with mainstream 
practice. The community architecture movement brought together like-minded 
built environment practitioners and activists in the pursuit of opportunities to 
better involve the public in shaping their communities. Wates and Knevitt (1987) 
illustrate a range of examples, such as the regeneration of Wirksworth, 
Derbyshire in the late 1970s; the redevelopment of Lea View House, in the 
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London Borough of Hackney in the early 1980s; and the rehabilitation of 
condemned houses by the community themselves in Black Road, Macclesfield 
(ibid. 70–73) . 

Liverpool’s Eldonian organisation, focussed on the Vauxhall neighbourhood, 
provides an example of a community that not only united in reaction against 
comprehensive redevelopment, but then went on to rebuild and manage their 
community themselves. The neighbourhood now contains a mix of housing and 
facilities, ensuring that “everyone in the community, from the cradle to the 
grave, is catered for and belongs” (McBane, 2008: 8). The management of the 
neighbourhood comprises three parts. A Community Trust, run by elected local 
people, directs all elements of the organisation. The Eldonian Group is 
concerned with delivering economic sustainability through physical, economic 
and training projects, and through supporting social enterprise. Thirdly, the 
community formed their own Community-Based Housing Association (CBHA), 
self-managing the new housing stock (ibid. 3–8).

By way of critique, Smith (2005: 43) suggests that community architecture 
projects generally amounted to one-off opportunities for communities to get 
involved. This correlates with Bishop’s discussion of the disparate nature of 
counter-managerial forms of built environment practice as a whole during the 
1970s and 1980s (2012: 18–22). He suggests that projects of this nature 
amounted to small steps in a different direction to mainstream practice. Bishop 
describes the counter-managerial activity as “fascinating to watch, immensely 
stimulating, excitingly interconnected and extremely complex” (ibid. 20). He 
goes on to identify how many fledgling forms of participatory practice saw their 
progress towards the mainstream stalled by the UK’s Conservative government 
of the 1980s (ibid. 21). 

Implicit in Bishop’s work is that the difficulty in mainstreaming participatory 
initiatives during the 1970s and 1980s was to their detriment. The more distant 
perspective afforded by this study allows it to be seen that a position outside of 
mainstream built environment practice could actually have been an enabling 
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factor. The examples discussed above demonstrate that facilitating public 
participation was not an impossibility during the synoptic or systems era. The 
examples also demonstrate how a position outside of the mainstream of built 
environment practice provided the freedom for alternative, more advanced 
interpretations of public participation to be explored. Exploration could take 
place slowly, and without the threat of undue challenge from competing 
agendas as might be the case in a mainstream position. The promise of public 
participation was thus able to be developed fully, and appreciated in direct 
contrast to more controlled forms of built environment practice being enacted at 
the same time. 

In review, the blueprint and synoptic eras illustrate a time when an 
incompatibility between public participation and the ideals of mainstream built 
environment practice could be witnessed. The next section turns attention to the 
era of the communicative turn, when the incompatibility appeared to have been 
subsumed, with public participation reframed as a cornerstone of mainstream 
built environment practice. The discussion demonstrates, however, that its rise 
to prominence exploited ambiguities as to what ‘public participation’ actually 
entailed. 

2.3.5: Introducing the communicative turn

The difficulties in incorporating public participation into the town planning 
process associated with the Skeffington Report remained largely unresolved 
until the early 1990s. At that time a pulse of theoretical material, known as the 
communicative turn, began to impact upon mainstream built environment 
practice. The impact of the communicative turn, particularly upon participatory 
practices, can still be evidenced today, making it an important topic to address. 

Faludi’s (1973) work on different types of town planning theory provides a useful 
means by which to understand the communicative turn. Faludi distinguishes 
between two types of theory; ‘theory of’ and ‘theory in’. He identifies material in 
the ‘theory of’ category as being concerned with the theorisation of practice and 
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the mechanics of how it works, as a discipline. In contrast, ‘theory in’ is material 
that is directly relevant to practice, intended to help practitioners to undertake 
their day-to-day responsibilities (ibid. 2). 

Faludi acknowledges that the two types of theory are related, but that the 
relationship is a dynamic one, with no fixed hierarchy (ibid. 4). This researcher 
is, however, of the opinion that there is a hierarchy. ‘Theory of’ is the higher-
order, more abstract of the two types, whilst ‘theory in’ is a transposition of 
fundamental ideas into a format that can be directly employed by practitioners. 
The communicative turn provides clear examples of both ‘theory of’ and ‘theory 
for’ public participation, and the interrelationship between them, as the following 
discussion reveals. The discussion also reveals a correlation between the two 
types of theory and the normative and instrumental arguments for public 
participation identified by Coenen (2009a).

2.3.6: The communicative turn and ‘theory of’ public 

participation

Fischer (2003: 222) observes that the communicative turn represented a return 
to a more contextual approach to addressing the built environment, following an 
era shaped by policy science and a strong technological emphasis. It aligns with 
the pluralist school of thought in Lane’s (2005) model, the successor to the 
synoptic or systems school of thought. Communicative theory is just one 
example of a range of counter-synoptic propositions in built environment theory 
that can be associated with the pluralist school of thought (ibid. 292–296). 
Others include transactive planning (Friedmann, 1973, 1987; Hudson, 1979), 
advocacy planning (Davidoff, 1965; Mazziotti, 1974), marxist critiques (Harvey, 
1973; Davies, 1982), and bargaining (Dorcey, 1986; McDonald, 1989). Each of 
these propositions sought to change built environment practice into something 
less empirically-driven, yet non gained traction or currency in the same way that 
communicative theory did. 
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The communicative turn was a distinctly postmodern form of expression 
(Fischer, 2003: 12), with communication between all stakeholders at its heart. 
Fischer makes the point that the communicative turn should be seen as an 
orientation, rather than a well-defined philosophy of sciences. Allmendinger and 
Tewdwr-Jones support this view, likening the communicative turn to a range of 
“different theoretical pulses” (2002: 6). The spectrum of different but associated 
views is also reflected in the range of titles applied to the turn. Variants include 
the prefixes ‘collaborative’ (Allmendinger, and Tewdwr-Jones, 2002: 6), 
‘participatory’ (Krivý and Kaminer, 2013; Stenberg, 2013: 131), ‘inclusionary’ 
(Connelly and Richardson, 2004: 6), and ‘deliberative’ (Owens and Driffill, 2008: 
4415; Dryzek, 2010: 3), alongside ‘communicative’. The prefix ‘communicative’ 
is used throughout this thesis for the sake of consistency. 

The communicative turn saw a correlation of different voices addressing similar 
issues at a similar point in time, but the ideas themselves were not wholly new. 
Fischer (2003: 221) draws attention to Rein’s (1976) work concerning the 
improvement of public policy through the incorporation of social values and 
narrative as an earlier manifestation of similar themes. Fischer also draws 
attention to Laswell’s (1941) work in the same way, which was concerned with 
the role of the practitioner as educator of the public as a precursor to their 
involvement in policy deliberations. Laswell’s stance itself responded to 
Dewey’s early work concerning the improvement of public debate, such as his 
1927 work The Public and Its Problems (Dewey, 1991). 

It is widely acknowledged that the concerted pulse of theoretical activity in the 
late 1980s was catalysed by the work of Habermas (for example, see Taylor, 
1999; Yiftachel and Huxley, 2000; Maginn, 2007; Carpenter and Brownhill, 
2008; Sager, 2009; Mattila, 2016). It is useful to address the form and impact of 
Habermas’ ideas, as they bring to the fore two important concepts: 
depoliticisation and consensus. 

Habermas’ works are notably abstract in nature and pitched at a broad 
philosophical level, which has enabled his ideas to be applied to an array of 
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different disciplines, the built environment included. His works are also 
numerous and varied, making it difficult to pin-down ideas to one specific 
volume or other, particularly so when engaging with them directly. For this 
reason it is useful to draw upon other authors’ interpretations of Habermas’ work 
in respect to the built environment. Fischer (2003: 35–37) provides an effective 
discussion to this effect, and is thus the mainstay of the following discussion, 
supplemented by the work of other authors where relevant. 

Habermas’ ideas, particularly his theory of communicative action (1986, 1989), 
were a reaction against the “veiled ideological nature” and “skewed distribution 
of power” of western capitalist societies (Fischer, 2003: 35). Habermas was 
essentially reacting against depoliticisation (Fischer, 2003: 36; Kiernan, 1983: 
76–77; Sheffrin, 1978: 792; Turan, 2014). Depoliticisation is discussed in more 
detail in section 2.4, but can simply be defined as the act of causing something 
or someone to have no political connections (McIntosh, 2013). 

As summarised by both Fischer (2003: 36) and Sheffrin (1978: 792), Habermas 
perceived that the “scientization of politics and public opinion” had been a key 
strategy of depoliticisation during the blueprint and synoptic eras (Habermas, 
1971: ch5). Habermas identified depoliticisation as a component of a “system of 
domination that tend[ed] to exclude practical questions from public 
discussion” (ibid. 75), and which reduced democratic decision-making to a 
“regulated acclamation procedure for elites alternately appointed to exercise 
power” (ibid. 68). The instinctive response to depoliticisation was the 
repoliticisation of the public sphere (Fischer, 2003: 36), which was the aim of 
Habermas’ theory of communicative action, particularly volume 2, Lifeworld and 
System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason (1989). 

Habermas’ approach emphasises “the positive or productive ability of 
communicative power to organize and coordinate action”, placing an emphasis 
upon knowledge and discursive practices in directing decision-making and 
power struggles (Fischer, 2003: 35). The goal of the theory of communicative 
action was communicative competence, guided by the concept of the ‘ideal 
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speech situation’. The ideal speech situation provides “a critical standard for 
assessing political discourse”, setting out the ground rules and optimum 
conditions for unconstrained dialogue (ibid. 36). 

In this ideal situation, no one would impose restrictions on who may 
participate, what kinds of arguments can be advanced, or the duration of 
the deliberations. The only resource actors would have at their disposal is 
their arguments, and the only authority would be that of the better 
argument. In the ideal, all actors would have equal chances to participate 
(including the chance to learn to participate) in the discursive process of 
consensus formation. (Fischer, 2003: 36–37). 

The principles of Habermas’ ideal speech situation inspired many. Of relevance 
here, they were the foundation upon which theorists associated with the 
communicative turn assembled their propositions for non-technocratic, post-
empiricist models of built environment practice (Fischer, 2003: 37). Examples 
include Forester’s work on the subjects of ‘communicative planning’ (1989 and 
1993) and the role of the ‘deliberative practitioner’ (1999); Healy’s proposition of 
‘collaborative planning’ (1997, 2003); and Innes and Booher’s notion of 
‘collaborative rationality’ (2010).

From a distant perspective, Habermas’ ideals and their transposition into the 
realm of the built environment could be perceived as a positive response to the 
treatment of public participation during the blueprint and synoptic eras. But a 
more critical observation is that the ideals of communicative planning theory 
were undermined by a significant flaw, in the belief in and pursuit of consensus. 

The fundamental role played by consensus in communicative planning theory 
has been acknowledged by a range of scholars (Hillier, 2003: 39; Ataov, 2007: 
336; Richardson and Connelly, 2005: 83–84). The critiques angled at the focus 
on consensus in communicative theory and practice have also been numerous. 
Sager (2009: 8–9) provides a useful overview. Some commentators have 
criticised consensus as shallow, disrespectful of difference, and apt to deny 

�122



certain viewpoints or voices (Gunder, 2005: 98; Hillier, 2003: 43, 53; McGuirk, 
2001: 213; Pløger, 2004: 87; Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger, 1998: 1979). 

Another criticism of consensus concerns the threat it poses to freedom through 
the denial of conflict (Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger, 1998: 1979; Flyvbjerg, 
1998: 229; Hillier, 2003: 41). Consensus has also been berated as an 
unrealistic, utopian concept, with value neutrality on behalf of all involved 
impossible to achieve in reality (Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger, 1998: 1982). 
The focus on consensus results in communicative forms of practice having the 
potential to undermine freedom to a greater extent than they actually strengthen 
it (Sager, 2009: 9). 

The various critiques of communicative theory and practice ultimately identified 
the pursuit of consensus as contradictory to the goal of greater participation of 
the public. Coole (1996: 221) suggests that Habermas did not recognise an 
emancipatory potential in alterity, his ideas instead being focussed on unity. This 
is something also observed by Tewdwr-Jones & Allmendinger (1998: 1979), 
who suggested that “the unifying assumptions and aims of communicative 
rationality are at odds with a desire for self-expression and difference”. 

2.3.7: The communicative turn and ‘theory in’ public 
participation

The preceding discussion of ‘theory of’ participation identified contradictory 
views about the value of communicative theory, specifically the role of 
consensus. Contestation between different theoretical propositions is not 
problematic, and it is arguable that it is only through the interplay of different 
types of ‘theory of’ participation that ideas have been refined and advanced. 

The situation is arguably different in respect to ‘theory in’ participation, which 
does not encourage the same type of reciprocal relationship. ‘Theory in’ is more 
instructive in nature, acting as a translation of the ideals of theory into guidance 
for built environment practitioners. Material of this type can consequently be a 
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powerful tool, holding the potential to influence how public participation is 
enacted. Examining forms of ‘theory in’ participation associated with the 
communicative turn is consequently a useful undertaking. As identified in the 
following discussion, an important criterion concerns what is being conveyed to 
built environment practitioners through such material, and also what is not.

The ideas proposed by the communicative turn theorists did not inspire a wholly 
new form of built environment practice in the UK. Instead their ideas were 
subsumed into existing models of practice (Smith, 2005: 43–44; Krivý and 
Kaminer, 2013: 1). In the case of town planning in particular, public participation 
became the cornerstone of an implicit but perceptible re-imaging strategy of the 
discipline (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2012). The town planning profession 
had developed a tarnished reputation, following the intensive demolition and 
rebuilding programmes of the post-war era, and the loosening of planning 
controls during the market-driven, neoliberal 1980s (ibid. 90). In response, from 
the late 1980s onward, town planning in the UK was increasingly presented as 
a facilitatory process, with public participation and the brokering of consensus 
key themes (ibid.). The impact of theory associated with the communicative 
turn, and Habermas, is clearly discernible. 

The reframing of town planning was assisted by the publication of a wealth of 
instructive material on the subject of public participation from the mid 1990s 
onward. This material is an embodiment of what Faludi (1973: 2–4) terms 
‘theory in’ participation. In general terms, material in this mode sought to 
convince practitioners and their managers of the merits of public participation, 
whilst also suggesting how they might go about putting it into practice. Notable 
examples of ‘theory in’ participation concerning the built environment include 
Wates’ Action Planning (1996) and Community Planning Handbook (2000); the 
Architecture Foundation’s Creative Spaces: A Toolkit for Participatory Urban 
Design (2000); the New Economics Foundation’s Participation Works! (2000); 
and Cowan’s Placecheck: A User’s Guide (2001). 
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Forms of ‘theory of’ participation can broadly be characterised as text-heavy 
and written in accordance with academic conventions. Examples of ‘theory in’ 
participation are instead characterised by an informal style of presentation 
(Figure 7). Liberal use of photographs and diagrams, the avoidance of large 
blocks of text, and the use of a persuasive, instructive tone all reflect the aim of 
maximising the appeal of the messages being conveyed.

�  
Figure 7: Examples of ‘theory in’ public participation (author’s own).

From the perspective of this research, it is not disputed that examples of ‘theory 
in’ helped to raise the profile of public participation on built environment issues. 
It is conjectured, however, that the emphasis placed upon encouraging 
practitioners to incorporate public participation into their work paved the way for 
instrumental interpretations to be pursued in the absence of a normative 
grounding. It may be questioned why this would be problematic. Hypothetically 
speaking, a normative appreciation of public participation without the means to 
put this into practice would not preclude practical responses from emerging in 
due course. Conversely, the application of an instrumental interpretation of 
public participation in the absence of an appreciation of its normative value 
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leaves open the possibility of it becoming distorted in practice. An appreciation 
of and a commitment to the normative functions of public participation does not 
preclude an instrumental approach from being adopted in due course. But it 
provides a means to ensure that the principles of democracy and empowerment 
are not neglected in the process. 

2.4: The contemporary situation of public participation 

on matters of the built environment - postpolitics and 
depoliticisation

2.4.1: Overview

The accession of public participation from the fringes to the mainstream of built 
environment practice, and its ultimate depoliticisation, cannot solely be 
attributed to the communicative turn and ‘theory in’ public participation. A 
parallel trend was the emergence of the concept of sustainable development, 
brought to prominence through the 1992 United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED) and the associated Local Agenda 21 
(LA21) movement (Bishop, 2012: 18–22). Local Agenda 21 (LA21) was the 
policy initiative associated with Agenda 21 of the UNCED which sought to 
encourage local authorities “to promote more environmentally, socially and 
economically sustainable communities” (Lucas et al, 2003). Public participation 
formed a key component of the initiative, providing a clear correlation with and a 
practical application for the ideas promoted by the theorists associated with the 
communicative turn. 

Paddison (2009) notes that the theoretical principles associated with the 
communicative turn on matters of the built environment aligned with the broader 
neo-populist or centrist vision of politics that was then emerging. Paddison’s 
observations provide a fitting introduction to the concept of postpolitics, which 
provides an invaluable means to contextualise the mainstreaming of public 
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participation on matters of the built environment from the early 1990s onward. 
More importantly, postpolitics, and the allied concept of depoliticisation, provide 
recognised labels, and a credible body of theory, that accurately describe and 
explain the problematic issues that this research identified in the case of the 
CESP in Hull.

2.4.2: Postpolitics

Postpolitics is a concept substantiated by a distinct body of literature. Boano 
and Kelling (2013: 41) identify Slavoj Žižek and Chantal Mouffe amongst the 
key voices on the topic. In The Ticklish Subject, Žižek provides a concise 
assessment of the postpolitical condition, identifying it as postmodern in nature, 
and essentially about the foreclosure of the political (2000: 198). 

In [postpolitics], the conflict of global ideological visions embodied in 
different parties which compete for power is replaced by the collaboration 
of enlightened technocrats (economists, public opinion specialists...) and 
liberal multiculturalists; via the process of negotiation of interests, a 
compromise is reached in the guise of a more or less universal 
consensus. [Postpolitics] thus emphasises the need to leave old 
ideological divisions behind and confront new issues, armed with the 
necessary expert knowledge and free deliberation that takes people’s 
concrete needs and demands into account. (Zizek, 2000: 198). 

As to the contemporary manifestations of postpolitics, Mouffe (2005: 35) points 
out that its origins can actually be traced back to theories on post-industrial 
society that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. Examples include Illich’s Tools for 
Conviviality (1973) and Bell’s The Coming of the Post-Industrial Society (1974). 
Mouffe acknowledges that expressions such as those of Illich, Bell and their 
contemporaries did not gain traction at the time, but that the constituent ideas 
later re-emerged through the works of theorists such as Beck (1992, 1996, 
1998) and Giddens (1994, 1998). At a general level, the postpolitical condition is 
characterised by attempts to rid politics of adversarial relations (Mouffe, 2005: 
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48). The work of both Beck and Giddens support this aim, premised on the 
belief that the growth of individualism had rendered outdated the model of 
politics structured around collective identities (ibid. 35). 

Examining Giddens’ work provides a useful demonstration of the fundamentals 
of what eventually became recognised as postpolitics. Giddens’ proposition has 
been summarised as a modernised form of social democracy, which responded 
to what he described as the post-traditional society (Mouffe, 2005: 42–48; 
Mouffe 2009: 14–15). Giddens aim was to broach the traditional left / right 
divide between social democracy and market fundamentalism (Mouffe 2009: 
14–15). This stance is reflected in the titles of Giddens’ seminal works; Beyond 
Left and Right (1994) and The Third Way (1998). Integral to Giddens’ vision was 
the embracement of neoliberal capitalism as inevitable (Allmendinger and 
Haughton, 2012: 92). Gidden’s endorsement of neoliberal capitalism 
represented a significant change to the project of social democracy, which was 
formerly anti-capitalist in stance (Mouffe, 2009: 109). 

From a distant perspective, postpolitics could be construed as a progressive 
and positive reinterpretation of politics, particularly so in respect to its attempts 
to recognise and incorporate difference. A deeper investigation identifies that 
the theories associated with postpolitics were somewhat idealist, and with two 
interrelated flaws apparent. For one, Mouffe identifies that both Beck and 
Giddens were conspicuously quiet on the subject of power relations, and did not 
appear to recognise their role in shaping communications between different 
interests (2005: 50, 54). At the same time, Beck and Giddens’ propositions 
placed an emphasis on consensus as both an ideal and a possibility, in the 
same way as the theorists associated with the communicative turn.

The desirability and possibility of consensus is a central tenet of postpolitics, 
allied with the aim of ridding politics of adversarial debate. Beck and Giddens 
believed that individuals and groups, despite their situational differences, could 
be united under a common vision, and thus could arrive at mutually agreeable 
decisions through dialogue (Mouffe, 2005: 48–51). Žižek (2000: 208) identifies 
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the belief in consensus as a form of identity politics, where everybody in society 
is accounted for. On this basis, it is no coincidence that the vision of third way 
politics proposed by Giddens has also been presented as “one-nation 
politics” (Mouffe, 2005: 59).

In a practical sense, the pursuit of a politics of consensus can aptly be seen in 
the blurring of the political left and right in Britain, certainly from the 1990s 
onward. Differences between parties became difficult to distinguish, as they 
moved toward the centre-ground. The case of the New Labour administration, 
that came to power in 1997, provides a specific demonstration of the pursuit of 
this scenario in practice (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2012: 91; Bishop, 2012; 
Gill et al, 2012: 512; Olesen, 2014: 292). 

The vision of New Labour has been described as being founded upon the 
principles of “joint working, partnership, collaboration, consensus, and a search, 
through strong, managed processes, for win/win outcomes” (Bishop, 2012: 4). 
Gill et al (2012: 512) similarly identify how “ideological contestations” were left 
behind, replaced by the pursuit of “neutral solutions”, underpinned by 
consensus. Imrie (2013: 3448) notes how the New Labour administration 
intentionally positioned public participation - or rather consultation - as part of a 
modernisation programme that sought to “combat growing disengagement from 
public decision-making, and diminishing involvement in political processes”. 
This strategy placed a clear emphasis on the role of public participation as part 
of mainstream practice, not only in respect to the built environment, but across 
the entire social and political spectrum. 

The pairing of democracy and consensus under postpolitics has been criticised 
by a range of scholars. Mouffe advocates that conflict is an essential and 
ineradicable element of democratic politics (Mouffe, 2005: 4). Tsouvalis and 
Waterton (2012: 7) raise the same point, with specific reference to the topic of 
public participation. The appeal of consensus is further undermined through 
appreciating that part of its role in a postpolitical context is as an instrument of 
control. As White (1996: 7) suggests: “incorporation, rather than exclusion, is 
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often the best means of control”. The pursuit of sameness provides a means to 
allow the holders of power to maintain control, and to reduce potential 
opposition to fundamental, overarching objectives. In other words, consensus 
functions as a tool for upholding the dominant hegemonic order (Tsouvalis and 
Waterton, 2012: 8). 

Žižek provides a number of useful summations of the postpolitical condition. On 
the one hand, he suggests that the hallmark of postpolitics is the embracement 
of managerial forms of governance that are “deprived of [their] proper political 
dimension” (2002: 303). This rings true with the suggestion made here that 
current manifestations of public participation, as seen in the case of the CESP 
in Hull, are hollow facades that are devoid of a normative function. Žižek’s 
synthesis is that it is essentially paradoxical to pursue sameness and to deny 
conflicting, or dissenting perspectives under the guise of democratic politics 
(2000: 198). The paradox that Žižek identifies brings the concept of 
depoliticisation to the fore once again. 

2.4.3: Postpolitics and the depoliticisation of public 
participation

Depoliticisation is evidently an enduring concept, given that it was the condition 
that Habermas had initially identified for criticism in the 1960s (Habermas, 1971: 
ch5). Whilst the concept has already been discussed in brief, it is deserving of 
greater attention here given its impact on current forms of public participation. 

Depoliticisation is a concept not solely related to the built environment 
disciplines. At a general level it concerns “the denial of political contingency and 
the transfer of functions away from the elected politicians”, an approach which 
has become "the dominant model of statecraft in the twenty-first 
century” (Flinders and Wood, 2015b: 1). In the context of economics and 
consumer theory, depoliticisation has been described as the suppression or 
interference in the expression of the wants and needs of individuals (Sheffrin, 
1978: 785). 
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The form of depoliticisation of relevance to this research clearly aligns with 
Sheffrin’s description. It can also be better appreciated with reference to 
Flinders and Buller’s (2006) work. They suggest that there are three distinct 
types of depoliticisation,

• organisational depoliticisation

• rule-based depoliticisation

• preference-shaping depoliticisation

Preference-shaping depoliticisation is of interest to this research, and is 
concerned with attempts to remove issues from being open to debate, on the 
premise that there is no logical alternative (ibid.). Gill et al (2012: 512) describe 
depoliticisation as a terrain of “already delimited possibilities” which give form to 
a “limited set of positions” where questioning and disagreement are embraced. 
Swyngedouw (2009: 609) framed depoliticisation as an acceptance of the 
inevitability of certain issues over other possibilities.

By framing a fundamental issue as inevitable, and thus not opening it up for 
questioning, undesirable challenge can be avoided. Public participation may 
then be facilitated, demonstrating a receptive attitude towards the views of the 
public, but only on more superficial issues. By removing fundamental issues 
from the realm of public discussion, any opportunities for public participation 
that are facilitated instead concern the question of how change should be 
enacted. The broader questions of what the change should actually be, or if 
change is actually necessary or desirable, are thus not made open for debate. 
In this way, the power is not in the hands of the public, but in the hands of those 
framing the participatory activities or, rather, those responsible for setting the 
agenda in the first place. Depoliticisation accordingly represents a tactical use 
of public participation.
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A number of authors have drawn attention to the deception that is intrinsic to the 
depoliticised forms of public participation associated with postpolitics. 
Interpreting Žižek’s work, Tsouvalis and Waterton (2012: 7) suggest that public 
participation is “impotent” as a means to change the dominant social order, 
instead functioning to support it. Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones acknowledge 
that “a more communicative basis to public policy will merely provide a front for 
powerful interests to maintain influence while agreeing to act more 
deliberatively” (2002: 16).

Coenen’s (2009a) model assists in understanding that depoliticised forms of 
public participation are strongly influenced by instrumental motivations. They 
reflect the pursuit of public participation as a useful tool, ahead of its role as a 
democratic process. Tsouvalis and Waterton (2012: 9) voice the same view, 
identifying as anti-political the the lack of opportunities for challenging and 
transforming power relations and for the reconfiguration of social spaces. 
Coenen’s definition of normative motivations for public participation, such as 
empowerment and emancipation (2009a), are not appropriate to describe 
depoliticised forms of public participation. 

The situation observed in the case of the CESP in Hull provides a clear 
example of depoliticisation in action. The participation of householders affected 
by the programme was clearly being facilitated, but only on issues related to its 
delivery. The more fundamental decisions had already been taken by ‘experts’ 
at DECC and Ofgem, and further processed by the implicated generators and 
suppliers, and the local authority. The intentions of the CESP programme were 
effectively presented to householders as inevitable. Their only means of 
challenge was thus to opt-out of the scheme, or to raise issues in respect to the 
practicalities of how the programme was to be delivered. 

Referring back to the initial definition of depoliticisation, the question of 
differences between the expectations and realities of public participation is, 
perhaps, where the crux of the issue - and the paradox - lies. The amorphous 
nature of the term ‘participation’ holds a key role. White (1996: 7) is of the view 
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that the “warm glow” and apparent transparency of the term ‘participation’ 
obstructs from view its potential ambiguities. The stark difference between 
normative and instrumental interpretations of public participation could easily be 
downplayed or confused unless specific attention was drawn to them. Through 
the previous discussion, it has been outlined that a key premise of postpolitics is 
that it is a masked form of control. It is arguable that the identified vagaries 
associated with the term ‘participation’ have proven to be an invaluable aid in 
achieving and maintaining control, with public participation itself serving as the 
mask. 

Public participation as employed in mainstream built environment practice has 
become a convenient tool, rather than an emancipatory process. It can be 
employed by practitioners as a means to acquire information from the public in 
accordance with the predetermined goals and agendas that they have been 
tasked with by the broader economic or governmental system that they serve. 
The case of the CESP in Hull provides a vivid example of this functional 
interpretation of public participation in practice. 

The case of the CESP also exemplifies how public participation has become an 
exercise expected in order to secure a place in the competition for public 
funding. The impetus is placed upon being seen to have facilitated the 
involvement of the public, rather than upon what has actually been achieved in 
the process. Add to this the pressures of time, money, resources, and the 
competition of other imperatives, and the normative potential of public 
participation is further diminished. The amorphous terminology and framing of 
public participation conveniently help to imbue its practice with democratic, 
normative qualities, even if this is not the case. Public participation can thus act 
as a misleading validity claim. Arnstein’s notion of placation - the lowest rung on 
the Ladder of Citizen Participation (1969) - seems an apt description of public 
participation when applied in this way.
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2.4.4: Depoliticisation of public participation in practice 

It is useful here to address a number of additional examples of depoliticised 
public participation in practice. It could be argued that the wealth of ‘theory in’ 
public participation acts as an assistant to depoliticisation. In the quest to 
increase the uptake of public participation, this type of material indirectly 
encourages its translation into a functional but hollow instrument, more likely to 
undermine than to build democratic value. 

The case of the re-imaging of ‘town planning’ as ‘spatial planning’ from the early 
2000s onward (Inch, 2012) provides an interesting case in point. Allmendinger 
and Haughton (2012: 90) are ruthless in their critique of the change. They 
criticise the way in which spatial planning has been blindly accepted by 
mainstream practice, and suggest that it should be subject to greater scrutiny as 
to its fundamentals. They berate its potential to give form to choreographed, 
stage-managed planning processes, where opportunities for the public to 
participate are superficial, and the issues open for debate are carefully and 
covertly scripted. They also criticise the unquestioned influence of a pro-growth, 
neo-liberal agenda. As Allmendinger and Haughton summarise, spatial planning 
“encourages and legitimates...a [postpolitical] planning condition” (ibid.). 

Parker et al (2015) discuss the situation surrounding Neighbourhood 
Development Plans (NDPs). They identify that the process of formulating NDPs 
is constrained by having to conform with the policies instated at a higher level 
(ibid. 532). They suggest that this runs the risk of local wishes being written-out 
of the eventual plan by advisors or officials who are tasked with obtaining 
approval. Parker et al (2015: 532) summarise that Neighbourhood Development 
Plans have promise in principle, but that their application in reality has been 
skewed by an instrumental rationale, suited primarily to the needs of 
practitioners. Examples such as these help to substantiate the impact of the 
depoliticisation of public participation on matters of the built environment in the 
UK. 
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2.5: Summary

The examination of the variance in public participation and its evolution over 
time undertaken in this chapter proved to be a revealing exercise. The process 
was enhanced by the use of models, providing a logical structure to the review. 
Moreover, the decision to move away from Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen 
Participation (1969) and to apply other conceptions of the variation in 
participation helped to substantiate the depoliticised forms of public participation 
identified in chapter one.

A concise summary of the insights acquired is beneficial. An important 
deduction that can be drawn is that depoliticisation, and the focus on 
instrumental interpretations of public participation, are symptomatic of its 
incorporation into mainstream built environment practice. From the observations 
documented in this chapter, it is concurred that mainstream built environment 
practice was, and remains to be, characterised by a default managerial ethic of 
control, with power held in the hands of the few. This was particularly evident in 
the blueprint and synoptic eras, as the review depicts. In recent times the 
incorporation of public participation into mainstream built environment practice 
has acted as a useful cover for an enduring managerial ethic. It has allowed 
control to be maintained, whilst at the same time conveying a more positive, 
inclusive image. 

Through examination of the communicative turn and the era of postpolitics, it 
has been revealed how the paradoxical combination of public participation and 
the pursuit of consensus was transposed from theory into practice during the 
1990s. Opportunities for public participation increased dramatically, particularly 
under the New Labour administration. However this was participation as a 
means of “getting things done” (Ataov, 2007: 36), as opposed to participation as 
a democratisation or empowerment strategy. The cases examined in chapter 
one demonstrated a range of functional interpretations of public participation in 
action, concerned with the delivery of schemes. Cross-referencing between 
chapters one and two demonstrates that the forms of public participation being 
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facilitated in Hull were of a depoliticised character, with fundamental issues 
assumed and not made open for public debate. 

The prevalence of depoliticised forms of public participation on built 
environment issues has been demonstrated, and the way in which they 
deceitfully maintain control behind a veil of democracy and inclusivity. It is 
notable that Habermas’ ideas about communicative interaction were a response 
to the forms of depoliticisation associated with the synoptic or systems era. 
More important here is the way in which Habermas’ ideas, via their influence 
upon the theorists associated with the communicative turn, were eventually 
manifest as supports to contemporary forms of depoliticisation, particularly so 
the combination of public participation and consensus. The situation 
demonstrates how ideals and theories can become contorted as they are 
exposed to the realities of practice. 

At a fundamental level, this chapter has drawn attention to the problematic 
decoupling of the normative and functional interpretations of public participation, 
and the prioritisation of the latter over the former. From the perspective afforded 
by this research, forms of public participation that are not underpinned by 
normative values are inherently at odds with what public participation is meant 
to be about. A normative interpretation would not accept the use of public 
participation as a means to manipulate issues or to the use of the public as a 
resource.

Normatively-inspired public participation is concerned with the facilitation of 
open, transparent, and interactive processes, where the full spectrum of views 
on an issue can be freely heard and debated. At the same time, there should be 
no overarching strictures on the direction of dialogue and, in particular, the 
ability to arrive at a consensus should not be assumed. The emphasis is not 
placed upon effective public participation, but rather upon principled public 
participation. The argument being posited here does not imply that instrumental 
interpretations are always inappropriate. Rather, the suggestion is that they 
should be founded upon and kept in-check by normative values. Contrasting the 
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literature explored here with the observations discussed in chapter one 
suggests that this connection is not always being made in mainstream built 
environment practice.

The aim of the research project was ultimately to explore potential ways to 
enhance public participation. However it must be questioned whether there is 
any potential in seeking to propose the pursuit of more normatively-grounded 
forms of participation into an environment which appears so focussed upon 
instrumental interpretations. The interviews with practitioners detailed in chapter 
one provide a useful case in point. Even when practitioners had an appreciation 
and belief in the normative function of public participation, this was rendered 
impotent by the broader aims of the CESP programme, which was inclined 
towards an instrumental interpretation. One potential response to this perceived 
intractability would be to relocate public participation to a position outside 
mainstream built environment practice. This is a proposition that this research 
project, as a partnership between academia and practice, provided a useful 
opportunity to explore. The potential to circumnavigate constraints that may 
hinder practitioners is something returned to in chapter six. 

The next chapter is concerned with exploring potential responses to postpolitics 
and the depoliticisation of public participation, and the demonstration of their 
relevance to the aims of the research project. Mouffe’s conception of agonistics 
and Miessen’s allied concepts of crossbenching and critical spatial practice are 
the key counter-propositions addressed. 
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Chapter 3: Examining potential responses to 

postpolitics and the depoliticisation of public 

participation
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3.1: Overview

Chapter three details the third component of the activities undertaken to 
interpret the original proposal. Chapter two provided the opportunity to 
contextualise the presenting problem, identifying the issues observed in the 
case of the CESP-funded project in Hull as symptoms of the postpolitical 
condition and the depoliticisation of public participation. The identification of the 
influence of these two concepts was a productive outcome, as they represent 
causal factors that were not identified in the original research proposal. Their 
identification also provided a firm foundation for exploring appropriate 
responses to the issues identified in the original proposal.

The conclusions from chapter two resulted in two specific refinements to the 
anticipated approach to the presenting problem. Firstly, the normative / 
instrumental dichotomy of arguments for participation (Coenen, 2009a) clarified 
that the types of participation witnessed in the case of the CESP in Hull were 
instrumentally-driven. As a consequence, developing a response to the situation 
required a focus upon normatively-grounded forms of public participation. 
Secondly, the identification of the negative influence of postpolitics and 
depoliticisation focused attention on types of participation that are more 
politicised. It is useful in this respect that the critiques of postpolitics addressed 
in chapter two have provided the basis for alternative propositions. It is such 
counter-propositions that this chapter is concerned with addressing.

3.2: Mouffe and agonistics

Agonistics is a concept articulated by Mouffe, and developed through her works 
on the subject of the political from the mid 1980s onward (Laclau and Mouffe, 
1985; Mouffe, 1997; Mouffe, 2000). It is arguable that Mouffe’s more recent 
works, such as On the Political (2005), The Democratic Paradox (2009), and 
Agonistics (2013), provide the clearest demonstration of the relevance of 
agonistics. In these texts Mouffe takes advantage of the increasing recognition 
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of postpolitics and depoliticisation in order to situate her counter proposition. 
Agonistics is essentially a reaction against the pursuit of the unity and 
sameness in present forms of democratic politics that was evidenced in chapter 
two.

There is much talk today of ‘dialogue’ and ‘deliberation’ but what is the 
meaning of such words in the political field, if no real choice is at hand and 
if the participants in the discussion are not able to decide between clearly 
differentiated alternatives? (Mouffe, 2005: 3). 

Agonistics is premised upon the value of difference and multipolarity, and the 
accommodation of an equal contestation between different powers. This is as 
opposed to one hegemonic power to which all others must concede (Mouffe, 
2005: 115–116). The possibility of contestation, Mouffe attests, is one of the 
fundamental premises of democratic politics (ibid. 10–20), something which 
agonistics seeks to bring to the fore.

In order to define agonistics, Mouffe makes effective use of the interrelationship 
between agonism and antagonism (principally Mouffe, 2009: 101–104, but also 
Miessen, Mouffe and Zolghadr, 2007: B40–B41). Mouffe defines antagonism as 
the struggle between enemies, something that she suggests is inherent in 
human relations. In opposition, agonism reflects a reframing, or “sublimation” of 
this inescapable difference (Mouffe, 2013: 8–9) into a struggle between 
adversaries, or “friendly enemies” (Miessen, Mouffe and Zolghadr, 2007: B40). 
In agonistic relations the ‘other’ remains an enemy as such, but a legitimate 
one; “somebody whose ideas we combat but whose right to defend those ideas 
we do not put into question” (Mouffe, 2009: 102). The way in which agonistics 
seeks to accommodate all voices on a topic demonstrates some parity with 
Habermas’ ideal speech situation, and the communicative propositions that 
were built upon it. Mouffe similarly proposes the need for consensus. However 
the way in which she believes that this should be treated is a defining 
differential. 
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The tolerance that characterises agonistics requires a shared foundation, which 
Mouffe terms “conflictual consensus” (2009: 103, and 2013: 7–8). Conflictual 
consensus is differentiated from the type of rational consensus that was 
criticised in respect to postpolitics, through which passions are at risk of being 
stifled in the pursuit of one shared outcome. Mouffe is of the opinion that the 
conflictual consensus in agonistic relations should come in the form of a shared 
appreciation of the principles of liberty and equality. From this foundation, any 
disagreement or contestation that emerges will concern how these two shared 
principles are interpreted and implemented. 

A conflictual consensus allows for the multiplicity of views on the subject in 
question to be revealed, and for perspectives to be enhanced or challenged 
(Miessen, Mouffe and Zolghadr, 2007: B44–B45). Mouffe proposes that a key 
task of democracy is the creation of the mechanisms and spaces that will assist 
in channeling the differences in views that emerge in a productive, respectful, 
agonistic manner, as opposed to inducing antagonisms (Mouffe, 2009: 103; 
Miessen, Mouffe and Zolghader, 2007: B40). In other words, democracy should 
be concerned with “domesticating hostility” (Mouffe, 2009: 101). 

The potential of agonistics as a response to critiques of communicative forms of 
built environment practice has previously been addressed by both McGuirk 
(2001: 214) and Hillier (2003). The potential of agonistics is equally upheld here 
in the context of this research project. In the first instance, it proposes a more 
realistic and purposeful treatment of consensus. Conflictual consensus, in turn, 
provides a potential response to depoliticisation, encouraging inherent 
differences to be accepted and explored in a positive, agonistic manner. To this 
effect, agonistics is relevant to the aims of this research, but it cannot be denied 
that Mouffe’s proposition is a relatively abstract one. A number of scholars have, 
however, sought to translate agonistics into more practical propositions and, of 
specific relevance here, into the context of both design and the built 
environment. 
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3.3: DiSalvo and adversarial design

Carl DiSalvo (2010, 2012) proposes adversarial design as a manifestation of 
Mouffe’s ideas in a practical context. The premise of adversarial design can 
effectively be understood through comparing design for politics and political 
design. Design for politics “strives to provide solutions to given problems within 
given contexts” to assist the functioning of politics (2012: 13). Political design, of 
which adversarial design is an example, is a form of “inquiry into the political 
condition” intended to “articulate the elements that are constitutive of social 
conditions” through prompting and supporting new discourses and practices, 
and framing new questions (2010: 5). In other words, adversarial design is 
concerned with exposure and provocation. 

The qualities of adversarial design are demonstrated to good effect through the 
range of cases DiSalvo discusses in order to explain “how design can do the 
work of agonism” (114). A number of cases provide examples of ubiquitous 
computing, which involves changing the expected role of computers as a tactic 
of provocation. Spore 1.1 (Easterly and Kenyon, 2004), for example, is a 
computer-controlled plant watering system influenced by the financial 
performance of the store the plant was bought from (2012: 87 - 96). The Feral 
Robotic Dogs project (Jeremijenko, 2018) involves hacked robot dogs that 
function as mobile pollution detectors (2012: 1 - 4). 

Adversarial design can also be employed as a tool to reveal hegemony, as 
demonstrated through the State Machine: Agency project (Carlson and 
Cerveny, 2005), a form of agonistic information design which demonstrates the 
connection between US senators and their financial backers (2012: 27 - 30, 34 - 
35). A set of interrelated cases concerning agonistic encounters with social 
robots form a key element of DiSalvo’s discussion (2012: 57 - 85). This includes 
Blendie, a speech-controlled food blender (Dobson, 2018), and Amy and Klara, 
synthetic speech robots that argue with one another (Böhlen, 2006). These 
cases are presented as examples of “reconfiguring the remainder”, a tactic of 
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“including what is commonly excluded, giving it privilege, and making it the 
dominant character of the designed thing” (ibid, 64).  

All of the examples presented by DiSalvo demonstrate how adversarial design 
aims to reflect the conditions of contemporary society, but through the pursuit of 
“productively disruptive tangents” (2012: 84) that “challenge and offer 
alternatives to dominant practices and agendas” (ibid, 115). Design is a useful 
means to achieve this, because of its ability to move beyond simple awareness 
raising or critique to the active modelling of present and future scenarios (ibid, 
118). 

By DiSalvo’s own admission, all of the propositions he details are of 
“contestational objects” (ibid, 115) or “devices of articulation” (ibid, 93), 
designed by professional designers, for consumption by others (ibid, 123). In 
concluding his 2012 work, DiSalvo does, however, recognise the potential for 
adversarial design to be employed as a form of participatory practice, and 
identified this as a worthy form of progression. In many ways, this call has been 
responded to by Markus Miessen, who frames a participatory form of agonistic 
design practice, which has the added relevance of being focussed on the built 
environment.

3.4: Miessen and crossbenching as a form of critical 
spatial practice

Markus Miessen is another supporter of an agonistic form of politics, premised 
upon a critique of postpolitics and depoliticisation. Miessen’s perspective on the 
most appropriate means to respond to the postpolitical condition is shared with 
that of Mouffe. The value of Miessen’s work is heightened because of the way in 
which it brings the ideas purveyed by Mouffe into the realm of the built 
environment (Miessen and Basar, 2006; Miessen, 2007; Miessen 2011; Hirsch 
and Miessen, 2012; Miessen, 2013; Miessen, 2016a; Miessen and Grassegger, 
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2016). Miessen also brings agonistics firmly towards public participation, 
demonstrating a clear connection to the focus of this research. 

The research documented in this thesis was well-advanced by the time of the 
publication of Miessen’s latest work in 2016, Crossbenching: Toward 
Participation as Critical Spatial Practice (2016a). The investigative and 
developmental activities had thus initially drawn upon Miessen’s earlier works. 
As Miessen acknowledges (2016b: 88), the ideas included in his most recent 
work are a culmination of his research activities published during the previous 
ten years (Miessen, 2006; 2007; and 2011).  The thread running through his 
various works is "the understanding, production, and alteration of spatial 
conditions and geopolitical realities as a prerequisite for identifying the broader 
reaches of political reality today” (2016b: 88). 

Miessen’s most recent work (Miessen, 2016a; Miessen 2016b; Miessen and 
Grassegger, 2016) directly addresses the allied concepts of critical spatial 
practice and crossbenching. These two concepts represent a fitting 
crystallisation of Miessen’s works to date, and help to clarify what this research 
project was aiming to achieve. Critical spatial practice and crossbenching, 
collectively, are Miessen’s response to the failings he perceives in current forms 
of participatory practice on matters of the built environment. Miessen provides a 
useful definition of critical spatial practice, through addressing his understanding 
of both criticality and spatiality (2016b: 38). He defines criticality as a process of 
critique and the mapping out of potential responses. Spatiality concerns "a set 
of relationships" between people, things and buildings, rather than just between 
the buildings themselves (ibid.). It is these relations, combined, that make 
spatiality political.

Miessen identifies a number of specific characteristics of critical spatial practice. 
Firstly, it does not always entail physical intervention in a space or place (ibid. 
55). Nor is it necessarily about creating something new. “[A]cts of subtraction 
and revision” (ibid. 48) and the "proactive and conscious retrofitting of existing 
realities” (ibid. 68) are more likely courses of action. Equally, varied forms of 
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new knowledge or action, as part of a “spatial condition”, may emerge during 
the process of engaging in critical spatial practice; it is not concerned with 
realising one final product (ibid. 55). 

Crossbenching is Miessen’s proposition for a model through which to transform 
public participation of the type criticised in chapter two into something more akin 
to critical spatial practice. Crossbenching reflects his belief that the romanticism 
traditionally associated with public participation needs to be avoided (Miessen 
and Grassegger, 2016: 24). Miessen is scathing in his critique of current, 
mainstream interpretations of public participation, which position it as “the 
contemporary ritual of instant relief, a form of aspirin and sedative” (2016b: 78). 
Miessen goes further, comparing contemporary forms of participation to Marx's 
notion of religion as the “opium of the people” (Marx, 1970: 131).

Tarnished with the worthy veneer of inclusion, solidarity, and political 
correctness, participation itself has slipped unnoticed into becoming an 
ideology: the new contemporary narcotic. (Miessen, 2016b: 78)

Miessen does not frame crossbenching as a positive or altruistic approach to 
public participation (2016b: 79). Rather, he proposes it as a means to recognise 
the inherent potential for conflict in participatory activities, and the need for 
those taking part to take responsibility for their own views and actions. Public 
participation from this perspective thus resembles “responsible do-it-yourself 
instead of pick-from-a-menu” (Miessen and Grassegger, 2016: 24). The 
parallels with Mouffe’s proposition of agonistics can clearly be seen. 

Miessen presents crossbenching as a means to embrace complexity in a 
positive manner, providing an antidote to the portrayal of complexity as a 
justifiable excuse for not getting involved in a given situation (2016b: 84–85). 
Crossbenching fulfils the role of a “sounding board” which, through illuminating 
the underlying conflicts on a given topic, provides the groundings to explore 
potential responses to them (ibid. 84–85). An evocative description of the 
purpose of crossbenching is as a tool that aids the planting of "discursive 
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seeds” (ibid. 83). Such seeds have the potential to develop into conversations 
and interactions between people who, despite holding different viewpoints and 
being associated with different disciplines, share a common interest in exploring 
the given topic.

Crossbenching should be facilitated by a crossbencher, a role characterised by 
an “editorial and logistical function”, and charged with “editing the very situated 
reality that one is facing” (ibid. 68). Because of the interdisciplinary nature of 
critical spatial practice, Miessen suggests that a position within the traditional 
confines of a built environment profession, such as architecture, would not be 
advantageous to a crossbencher. The role of the crossbencher is to see beyond 
traditional or default mechanisms in order to assist the pursuit of alternative 
responses. Miessen suggests that this requires an individual and ethical 
motivation, as opposed to an economic one (2016b: 68). It also requires 
freedom from the legal framework and professional definitions that both validate 
and limit a profession such as architecture (ibid. 64). A crossbencher thus may 
be understood, evocatively, as “a freelancer with a conscience” (Miessen, 2011: 
250).   

Miessen also suggests that there is a need for crossbenchers to step aside from 
“tarnished historical protocols” in order to demonstrate alternative role models to 
the public (Miessen, 2016b: 59). The practitioner, engaging in crossbenching 
and critical spatial practice, is instead reframed as a “cultural producer”, and 
positioned as a "nonaligned embedded practitioner” who is able to respond to 
continually changing conditions (ibid. 64–65). Miessen does not propose that 
traditional built environment disciplines such as architecture should be 
dissolved. Rather, he believes that “different notions of and possibilities within 
the field should be considered” (ibid. 48). Critical spatial practice is posited as a 
form of practice that “values and nurtures the coexistence of different 
approaches and beliefs in a common space” in an agonistic manner (ibid.). 

In seeking to clarify his vision for the role of the crossbencher, Miessen 
references the works of a number of other theorists (ibid. 82–85). This includes 
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Chan’s analogy of the crossbencher as midwife (2011: ix), and Eno’s concept of 
the “drifting clarifier” (CompuServe UK, 1996). Both of these conceptions align 
with Miessen’s view of the crossbencher as assistant to the birth of ideas 
(2016b: 85). An evocative analogy that Miessen draws is with Latour’s 
conception of “the critic”.

The critic is not the one who debunks, but the one who assembles. The 
critic is not the one who lifts the rugs from under the feet of the naive 
believers, but the one who offers the participants arenas in which to gather 
(Latour, 2004: 246).

In other words, Latour’s critic and Miessen’s crossbencher could be described 
as scene-setters, facilitators, or catalysts, concerned with setting in motion 
productive dialogue between different parties on a topic of shared interest. 

Miessen ultimately perceives crossbenching as a proposition for how built 
environment practice can be assisted to become political. He acknowledges 
that the model he presents is a starting point, not intended to be seen as “fixed 
and solidified” (2016b: 90–91). Indeed, Miessen actively encourages the 
interpretation and development of crossbenching by others, seeing this as 
essential to the evolution of built environment practice towards something more 
akin to critical spatial practice (ibid.). On reflection, crossbenching was 
assessed as a thought-provoking response to the depoliticisation of 
participation, and one which had the potential to guide the exploration of 
alternative forms of public participation envisaged in the original research 
proposal.

The potential offered by crossbenching was mediated by other observations 
made whilst consulting Miessen’s work, specifically the provocative stance that 
he adopts to discuss public participation. Miessen is keen to stress the 
importance of contestation as a component of agonistic relations, in the same 
way that Mouffe does. However Miessen opts to discuss this in a more explicit 
manner, describing it as a form of violence. Chan (2011: I–II) accurately notes 
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this as being “more insistent than rhetorical” in nature, and a clear attempt to 
“raise eyebrows”. 

The association between participation and violence is at the core of Miessen’s 
writing. This is most apparent in the titles of his works, such as The Violence of 
Participation (2007) and The Nightmare of Participation (2011). The titles 
provide a clear statement of Miessen’s counter response to the perceived 
innocence of participation and the popular conception of participation as a force 
for good (Miessen, Mouffe and Zolghadr, 2007: B45; Miessen, Niermann et al, 
2007: B26). Miessen outlines that the type of violence that he condones is not 
direct, nor about physical force, likening it instead to a “strength of emotion, a 
passion, a violence of feeling” (Miessen, Niermann et al, 2007: B23). Despite 
these justifications, concerns about how Miessen’s contentious stance could be 
interpreted were not completely allayed. The notion of participation as a 
nightmare, or participation as being in some way violent, holds a divisive 
potential. 

It was concluded that adopting a contentious stance, as Miessen does, would 
be contradictory to the aims of the research project. Encouraging the 
embracement of alternative approaches to public participation, particularly 
amongst built environment practitioners, required a more positive stance. In 
spite of this, it was decided that a positive portrayal should not be pursued as 
the primary goal. The examination of forms of ‘theory in’ public participation, 
addressed in chapter two, demonstrated the potential for a focus on promotion 
to result in an instrumental interpretation of public participation. An integral part 
of the research going forward was thus clarified as being to balance the pursuit 
of a normative interpretation of public participation with the portrayal of a 
positive image.
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3.5: Summary

The examination of agonistics, adversarial design, and crossbenching were 
activities not foreseen in the original research proposal. Their identification and 
examination is perhaps one of the clearest demonstrations of the benefits of the 
naturalistic strategy adopted; taking the time to examine a pre-identified 
problem from different angles, rather than accepting it at face value. The ideas 
proposed by Mouffe and Miessen have particular relevance to this research 
because they respond to the same dissatisfaction with the postpolitical 
condition. In seeking to assess how their propositions could be taken forward, it 
was perceived that they could provide the foundation for the framework that was 
envisaged in the original research proposal.

Mouffe’s conception of agonistic relations is the key to the appreciation of how 
agonistics and crossbenching relate to the aims of the research. It is deftly 
explained through the description of the ‘other’ as “somebody whose ideas we 
combat but whose right to defend those ideas we do not put into question” 
(Mouffe, 2009: 102). The recognition of difference in this way provides a direct 
response to the paradoxical forms of participatory practice critiqued in chapter 
two, where difference was supposedly recognised but consensus was then 
sought. Consensus does still have a role in this reinvigorated conception of 
participation, but in the form of conflictual consensus, which is another 
important concept proposed by Mouffe (2009: 103, and 2013: 7–8). Rather than 
consensus forming the goal of participatory activities, it is instead positioned as 
the foundation, in the form of a mutual appreciation of ethical principles, upon 
which debate and contestation can be played-out. 

Miessen’s work provides an invaluable compliment to Mouffe’s, bringing the 
principles of agonistics squarely to the realm of the built environment, and 
adding a number of useful embellishments. The shared ethical foundation of a 
conflictual consensus not only provides the basis for debate. It also allows 
complexity to be embraced positively, rather than it being seen as something 
that needs to be controlled or contained (Miessen, 2016b: 84–85). Interaction is 
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instead framed as a “sounding board”, through which different viewpoints can 
be juxtaposed and explored (ibid.). Conceptualising participatory activities as 
the planting of “discursive seeds” (ibid. 83), which may germinate in different 
ways, is a powerful proposition. Miessen’s view that participatory activities do 
not have to be framed by a focus upon informing physical intervention is equally 
powerful (ibid. 68). It provides the foundations of a response to the critiques 
made in chapter one about the bias towards technological strategies to address 
domestic energy efficiency. 

Miessen’s description of the role and nature of the facilitator, or crossbencher, is 
another important element (ibid. 68; 82–85). Crossbenching appears to provide 
a potential means to respond to the tensions detailed in chapter one between 
practitioners’ aspirations and the demands of their role. The suggestion of the 
need to step-aside from “tarnished historical protocols” (ibid. 59) has relevance 
to the issues raised in chapters one and two on many levels. Miessen’s 
proposition clearly advocates a step-change in the way that participatory 
activities are framed and facilitated, which thus merited further investigation.

The examination of the works of Mouffe, DiSalvo, and Miessen brought to light 
a potential means to respond to the issues raised in the original research 
proposal. The question that this discovery raised was if and how examination of 
other strands of design, as proposed in the original proposal, could help to 
shape the envisaged participatory framework; this is the subject of the next 
chapter. 
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4: Examining public participation in design
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4.1: Overview

The original research proposal identified contemporary forms of design practice 
as a potential source of inspiration for the participatory framework. Following the 
identification of agonistics and crossbenching, which were not anticipated in the 
original proposal, the obvious question was how forms of design, such as 
design for social innovation, might influence the framework. 

As this chapter demonstrates, examining contemporary examples of 
participation and design provided a number of useful insights. The primary 
contribution was the identification of a range of participatory methods that could 
complement the ideas of Mouffe and Miessen, providing a means through which 
to implement them in practice. Inspiration was not limited to participatory 
methods, however. Valuable insights also emerged in respect to the structure 
and intonation of the framework. 

The chapter first distinguishes between market-driven and social design, the 
latter being the focus of interest. Attention is then turned to participatory design, 
which helps to contextualise the review and to demonstrate the relevance of 
social design to the research. A range of contemporary forms of social design 
are subsequently examined, including open design, co-creation, co-design, and 
design for social innovation, each of which provided valuable insight. 

4.2: A focus on social design

The forms of design that are of greatest relevance to this research can be 
associated with social design, as opposed to market-driven design. The 
evolution of these two contrasting forms of design practice is usefully 
summarised by the Design Commission (2013: 23–31). Market-driven design 
can trace its origins back to the industrial revolution, when the rise to popularity 
of mass manufacturing systems split the practices of design and production, 
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which had previously been united. Design practice progressed from this point as 
a tool of market capitalism, producing commodities to be sold.

Social design is a comparatively recent development, representing a reaction 
against industrialisation. It demonstrates “a shift away from the cult of the 
designer, and the heroism of product design” (Follows, 2015) and a shift 
towards design that is “responsive to society and the environment” (Melles et al, 
2011; 143), and may function as a means to enable social change and 
empowerment (Thorpe and Gamman, 2011: 217–218). The potential of design 
is thus broadened from the traditional remit of products or artefacts to address 
processes, services and social innovation (Wilson and Zamberlan, 2015: 3). 
Crucially, in the case of this research, an important characteristic of social 
design is the involvement of non-designers in the design process.

This review addresses the late twentieth and early twenty first century, an era 
during which forms of social design have become particularly prominent in both 
theory and practice. Yet it is interesting to observe that social design, like public 
participation in respect to the built environment, was a fluctuating subject of 
expression and application during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It can 
be evidenced, for example, in the works of William Morris and the broader Arts 
and Crafts movement, in anarchistic texts such as Peter Kropotkin’s Fields, 
Factories and Workshops Tomorrow (1974), and in Viktor Papanek’s influential 
Design for the Real World (1971). Follows (2015) concurs that the age of social 
or collaborative design, when participation and human creativity are recognised 
as “precious resources” and design moves from “standardisation” to 
“socialisation”, is still yet to come. The cases examined in this chapter do, 
however, demonstrate that significant progress has been made, which the work 
to develop the framework was able to draw upon. 
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4.3: Participatory design

4.3.1: Contextualisation

An established heritage of practice and corresponding academic literature can 
be found in the field of participatory design, which has provided a foundation for 
many contemporary forms of social design (Sanders and Stappers, 2008: 7). 
The origins of participatory design (PD) are of particular relevance to the 
context of this research. PD developed out of the social movements of the 
1960s that demanded greater public involvement in decision making (Robertson 
and Simonsen, 2013: 1). In this way PD was a contemporary of participatory 
theory and practice in the built environment (Szebeko and Tan, 2010: 581), as 
discussed in chapter two. Indeed, as with Arnstein’s ladder of citizen 
participation (1969), the distinction between participation and non-participation 
was a key driver in the establishment of PD (Andersen et al, 2015: 251). 

Contrary to what its name would suggest, PD has a more specific grounding 
than simply all instances of participation and design. A significant proportion of 
the literature about PD concerns information technology (IT), which is an 
accurate reflection of the origins of the field. The genesis of PD can be traced in 
particular to Scandinavia, as part of what Ehn describes as the “industrial 
democracy” movement (1993: 42). 

From the early 1970s onwards, the introduction of computerised systems in 
industry was paralleled with attempts to provide workers with greater 
opportunities to influence the development of such systems and tools (Sanoff, 
2011: 11; Robertson and Simonsen, 2013; Kensing and Greenbaum, 2013). The 
ensuing collaborations between computer system designers, trade unions, and 
workers were founded upon the goal of democratisation of the workplace 
(Andersen et al, 2015: 251). Participation was thus pursued as both a 
democratic aim, to emancipate workers, and a pragmatic effort, to realise better 
designs (Greenbaum, 1993). In this way, PD provides a useful example of 
normative and instrumental motivations for participation working in tandem. 
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A notable example of the early manifestations of PD is the UTOPIA project of 
the 1980s (Ehn, 1993: 56–59; Bannon and Ehn, 2013: 39). UTOPIA was a 
collaboration between the Nordic Graphic Design Workers Union, researchers, 
and technologists, focussed on the methods and technology used to design 
page layouts and process images in the newspaper industry. The project 
concentrated on designing tools for workers to use, and employed a range of 
participatory techniques, including engagement with mock-ups and prototypes. 
The so-called “tool perspective” emerged out of the project, which proposed that 
"new computer-based tools should be designed as an extension of the 
traditional practical understanding of tools and materials used within a given 
craft or profession” (Ehn, 1993: 57). 

From elemental projects such as UTOPIA, PD began to crystallise as a distinct 
field in its own right in the early 1990s. A useful marker to this effect was the 
publication of Greenbaum and Kyng's (1991) Design at Work: Cooperative 
Design of Computer Systems, which synthesised the essence of the 
Scandinavian design projects (Andersen et al, 2015: 252). This was followed by 
Schuler and Namioka’s Participatory Design: Principles and Practices (1993), 
which also sought to provide clarity as to the emerging field. The establishment 
of the biannual Participatory Design conference series, first held in 1990 in 
Seattle, is equally demonstrative of the then increasing coalescence of the field 
(Smith, R. et al, 2017: 65).

4.3.2: Contemporary forms of participatory design

PD was clearly established in the field of IT. Frauenberger et al (2014: 93), 
however, draw attention to its more recent re-interpretation and adaption for use 
in different design contexts. Examples of such applications, usefully 
summarised by Halskov and Hansen (2015: 84–85), include healthcare, 
telecommunications, exhibition design, and social media. The application of PD 
in new contexts also helps to substantiate the emergence of new forms of social 
design that draw upon the same foundations and place an emphasis on 
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participation, such as co-design, open design, and design for social innovation. 
It is these strands of design that the original research proposal sought to draw 
upon in order to develop the framework. 

Before addressing contemporary examples of social design, there is a need to 
exercise a degree of caution. In chapter two, the increasing prevalence of 
instrumental interpretations of public participation in respect to the built 
environment, post communicative turn, was identified as a concern. This same 
phenomena has also been raised by scholars in the field of design. It is 
something that is particularly evident in respect to PD, owing to its relative 
heritage and its corresponding body of theory, which provides a useful sense of 
perspective.

Frauenberger et al (2014: 93) identify a noticeable shift from normative or 
“idealistic” interpretations of PD towards more pragmatic interpretations as part 
of its application in new contexts. The result has been a broadening in focus 
from political struggle to include “effective design” and the use of participation 
as “a means for matching user needs with the affordances of new technologies” 
(ibid). Halskov and Hansen (2015: 84) concur, as do Bratteig and Wagner 
(2016: 425), who assess that the mainstay of recent literature about PD 
concerns methods and techniques. Discussion of the more fundamental subject 
of motivations is thus, they perceive, comparatively limited. Smith et al (2017) 
also agree, but are more measured, suggesting that the political dimension of 
PD does remain, but that it has become less apparent in some cases. 

It is useful to understand these observations, particularly so given how they 
demonstrate parallels between the situation of public participation in both 
design and the built environment. The concerns did not mean that more recent 
applications of participation in design were dismissed from consideration, but 
that attention was paid to their compatibility with the ideas proposed by Mouffe 
and Miessen. 
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4.4: Open design

4.4.1: Contextualisation

Open design has been described as an “holistic concept” (Sánchez de la Guia 
et al, 2017: S4549), involving the “re-thinking of product development 
processes” (Smith et al, 2017: S1940). More specifically, open design concerns 
“a wide range of approaches where the pre-eminence of the professional 
designer is not recognised in the creative process” (Cruikshank, 2016: 3). The 
relatively recent emergence of open design means that the focus of 
documentation is on instrumental considerations, or the ‘how’ of participation. 
Some examples of more theoretical considerations can be identified, such as 
Cruickshank and Atkinson (2014) and Cruikshank (2016), but the question of 
fundamentals, or the ‘why’ of participation, is otherwise largely implicit or 
ambiguous (Smith, P. et al, 2017: S1940). As in the case of PD, a more robust 
body of theory is likely to emerge given time.

4.4.2: Open design in practice

Comparison with PD proves useful as a means towards defining open design. 
Both are concerned with the relationship between design practitioners and non-
practitioners, the use of technology, and the democratisation of design, albeit in 
different ways. PD, in its initial form, sought to respond to the potential threat of 
the introduction of digital technologies on workers and their roles in the 
workplace. It did so through providing them with opportunities to influence the 
design of the technology they were due to use. In the case of open design, the 
focus has instead been upon design practitioners employing the capabilities of 
technology in order to enable non-practitioners to design for themselves. 

It has been suggested that there is a lack of consensus in respect to a definition 
of the types of practices that open design encompasses (Aitamurto et al, 2015: 
17). Indeed, a range of different design activities can be associated with it. 
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Open structures, for example, refers to the type of arrangement outlined above, 
whereby professional designers create frameworks or tools for non-
professionals to employ, but where no direct interaction between the two takes 
place (Cruickshank and Atkinson, 2014: 363–364). Re-appropriation is another 
form of open design. It is characterised by the modification of designed 
solutions by users so as to make them more appropriate to their specific needs, 
which may themselves be subject to further cycles of sharing and re-
appropriation by others (Ostuzzi et al, 2017). Distributed design refers to more 
disparate design activities, such as DIY and self-fabrication. In these cases 
design and manufacture are undertaken solely by the user, but inspired by 
instructional materials distributed through print and digital media, or by the 
materials stocked by DIY retailers (Cruickshank and Atkinson, 2014: 365–366). 
The above examples are by no means exhaustive.

Despite the lack of a concrete definition or substantive body of theory, the 
various examples of open design help to demonstrate the potential for 
changing, if not challenging, the role of the professional designer. Open design 
provides a means for non-practitioners to transition from “passive consumers” to 
“active originators”, and has been instrumental in signalling the shift from the 
“cult of the connoisseur” to the “cult of the amateur: those who know themselves 
what is best for them” (Atkinson, 2011). As a consequence, the professional 
designer becomes more of a facilitator. Clear parallels with the ideas proposed 
by Mouffe and Miessen can be discerned, particularly in respect to Miessen’s 
notion of the practitioner as crossbencher (2016b: 68; 82–85). 

4.5: Co-creation and co-design 

4.5.1: Contextualisation

The changing role of the designer is something that can also be observed in the 
case of co-design (Siu, 2003; Taffe, 2015). Co-design is another form of social 
design that has come to prominence relatively recently, particularly since the 
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mid 2000s (Sanchez de la Guia et al, 2017). It can be identified as sitting 
beneath the broader umbrella of co-creation, which encompasses “any act of 
collective creativity” (Sanders and Stappers, 2008: 6). Co-design concerns 
“collective creativity as it is applied across the whole span of a design process”, 
and involves “the creativity of designers and people not trained in design 
working together in the design development process” (Sanders and Stappers, 
2008: 6). 

Another key characteristic of co-design is the ambiguous, chaotic, or “fuzzy” 
character of the front end of the design process (Figure 8). It is here where 
exploration of the context of the subsequent design process is undertaken (ibid. 
6–7). 

Figure 8: Sanders and Stappers conception of the nature of co-design 
(2008: 6). 

The notion of a design process with a “fuzzy front end” (ibid.) demonstrates 
some parallels with the accommodation of complexity and conflict that is 
inherent in agonistics and crossbenching. Examining examples of co-design in 
practice provides a clearer demonstration of the parallels, and illuminates some 
of the innovative engagement methods that it encompasses. 
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4.5.2: Designs of the Time (Dott)

Designs of the Time (Dott) was a two-phase project initiated by the UK Design 
Council, undertaken first in the North East of England during 2007, and then 
between 2009 and 2011 in Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly, both with local 
partner organisations. The projects were approached with a clear 
acknowledgement of the relative youth and potential shortcomings of co-design, 
but were intended as a means to demonstrate its potential to democratise the 
design process (Billings, 2011a: 18–19). Each of the two phases of the project 
encompassed a range of sub-projects, a number of which are addressed below. 

Online community art project Landscape/Portrait formed part of Dott 07 
(Thackra, 2007: 15–16; Forma, 2008; Carter, 2013: 139–190). The project was 
concerned with challenging the practice of profiling neighbourhoods using 
statistical data. Under the heading “does your postcode define who you 
are?” (Forma, 2008: 2), statistical and demographic information about postcode 
districts was contrasted with video portraits of the same area produced by the 
people who live there. The project demonstrated a reactive, emancipatory 
stance, encouraging people “to think about who they are, how they are and how 
they would like their communities to be” (Thackara, 2007: 15). Landscape/
Portrait has relevance to the issues that this research sought to address, 
particularly its ability to challenge stereotypes and broaden perspectives. It is 
also a good example of a method that considers perspective enhancement as a 
valid design output, as opposed to a physical product in the traditional sense.

A crowd-sourcing approach was employed in The Big Design Challenge, part of 
Dott Cornwall (Billings, 2011a: 19). Members of the public were encouraged to 
submit problematic issues in their community, as challenges, which other 
people could then comment on or help to refine or address. Some of the 
challenges were subsequently upscaled, and addressed through the assistance 
of businesses and professional designers. On reflection, the opportunities for 
perspective enhancement amongst co-researchers offered by this form of 
individual submission and collective processing were a powerful tool, as was its 
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constructive use of provocation. The approach, again, provides a useful 
practical example of Miessen’s conception of the crossbencher, assisting 
multiple perspectives to be revealed, considered, and discussed.

Legacy was a key element of Dott projects, which not only encouraged people 
to take responsibility for problems in their surroundings, but also their potential 
solution (Relph-Knight, 2011: 26). Dott Cornwall was acknowledged as “a kind 
of Big Society laboratory” (Billings, 2011b: 22), aligning with the then UK 
government’s key policy agenda of rolling-back the state and encouraging 
citizen action in its place. The idea of ‘leaving the tools behind’ in this way 
accords with the type of “responsible do-it-yourself” associated with 
crossbenching (Miessen and Grassegger, 2016: 24). 

4.5.3: Beyond the Castle

Beyond the Castle is a co-design project, initiated in 2012 in Lancaster, U.K, 
concerning the reimagining of the public open space between Lancaster Castle 
and the River Lune to the north (Cruikshank and Coupe, 2013; Cruikshank et al, 
2013). The project was initiated as a collaboration between Lancaster City 
Council and ImaginationLancaster, Lancaster University’s design research 
laboratory. The collaboration can more aptly be described as being between the 
university and the city, as more than 700 people had been actively involved by 
the end of the initial two-year term. The project addressed both the 
understanding of the City Park and attempts to create a shared vision of its 
future, and employed a variety of co-design methods. 

During the formative stages of the project, methods included exploration and 
mapping of the area ‘beyond the castle’ with the assistance of historical 
characters that engaged children and families (Cruikshank and Coupe, 2013: 
30–33), model-making sessions to encourage visioning and interpretation of 
what the future of the space might be (ibid. 37 - 52), and a method for collating 
and displaying all aspirations for the area that effectively balanced inclusivity 
and utility (ibid. 55–58). All of the co-designed contributions were then compiled 
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and made the subject of an exhibition, which itself gave form to a further round 
of co-designing as a means to translate ideas into potential solutions (ibid. 67–
71). The methods provided an effective means to democratise the design 
process, providing the scope for all interested parties to submit challenges, 
ideas, and creative responses. The documentation of the project equally upheld 
these characteristics, with all 122 submissions to the final co-design challenge 
illustrated in full, including comments in an unedited format (ibid. 82–228). The 
latter provides a vivid example of the type of case report advocated by Lincoln 
and Guba (1985: 214) in a co-design context. In particular, the document helps 
to demonstrates how effective this approach is at conveying that all 
contributions made to the project were of equal value. 

From the perspective of the material assessed in chapters two and three, it 
could be queried whether the outline aim of Beyond the Castle of achieving a 
“shared aspiration” (Cruikshank and Coupe, 2013: 22) for the space influenced 
the direction of proceedings. This may have encouraged contributors towards 
considering change as a default position. This should not be seen as a negative 
slant on the project and its achievements, but a useful prompt to reflection on 
how methods could be transposed for use in the case of this research. The 
retrospective examination of the CESP in Hull demonstrated that the 
presumption of the need for change, and the pursuit of a particular form of 
change, was a key issue. Developing a better appreciation of the present 
situation was thus identified as an appropriate goal for the framework. It was 
considered that the potential for responsive action should not be assumed but, 
equally, should not be precluded, again aligning with crossbenching (Miessen 
2016b: 55; 84–85). 
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4.6: Design for social innovation

4.6.1: Contextualisation

Design for social innovation (DfSI) was specifically identified in the original 
research proposal as a potential source of inspiration for the envisaged 
participatory framework. The sense of expectation was magnified by the 
University of Lincoln’s involvement in the UK DESIS network (Design for Social 
Innovation and Sustainability) during the initial stages of the investigation. As 
the research progressed, it became increasingly evident that DfSI was a 
nebulous concept, and one which embodied the concerns raised by PD 
scholars in respect to a focus on instrumental interpretations of participation. 
Promise was, however, found in examining some of the associated applications 
of design in more detail. 

The etymology of the term ‘design for social innovation’ suggests that it 
concerns the application of design as a means to facilitate social innovation, a 
deduction corroborated by key proponent, Ezio Manzini (SIE, 2012). Social 
innovation concerns, 

“new solutions (products, services, models, markets, processes etc.) that 
simultaneously meet a social need (more effectively than existing 
solutions) and lead to new or improved capabilities and relationships and 
better use of assets and resources” (The Young Foundation, 2012: 18). 

The evolving nature of terminology is one of the defining features of the field of 
DfSI (Chick, 2012). Indeed, ‘design for social innovation’ is not the only term in 
use to describe the types of activities that might be associated with it. Other 
examples include ‘design for equity’ (Vezzoli, 2014: 107; Swenson and Brown 
Wilson, 2015), ‘design thinking’ (Brown, 2008; Brown and Wyatt, 2010; Wilson 
and Zamberlan, 2015: 4–6), ‘human-centred design’ (IDEO 2009, 2015), and 
‘transformation design’ (Design Council, 2006). The array of similar but 
potentially competing terms provides a useful indicator of the state of the field, 
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still very much emerging and developing. The variety suggests at a vibrancy 
and dynamism not constrained in the same way that mainstream built 
environment practice is, as evidenced in chapter two. 

Engagement with literature about DfSI demonstrates that its dynamism is 
maintained through a focus upon the practice of design; a body of solid, 
assimilated theory is conspicuous by its absence. A telling indicator of the 
relative youth of DfSI concerns the format of material on the subject. The 
broader concept of social innovation has only recently been the subject of 
concerted attention in print, such as in The International Handbook on Social 
Innovation (Mouleart et al, 2013). Discussion of DfSI in published books is 
scarcer still, with Manzini’s Design, When Everybody Designs: an introduction 
to design for social innovation (2015) the primary example. 

More frequent reference to DfSI can be found in forms of grey literature 
(Voorberg et al, 2014a: 1334), including reports, brochures, webpages and 
blogs. The predominance of grey literature reflects the provisional, evolving 
nature of the ideas being propagated. It also reflects the intended audience for 
the material, more practical than academic. The differences are particularly 
apparent when compared to the theoretical material concerning PD, and the 
forms of ‘theory of’ public participation on built environment matters, as detailed 
in chapter two. The predominance of grey literature is, however, not unique to 
DfSI, it being a trait common to many of the other contemporary strands of 
social design, including those examined in this chapter. 

DfSI was not found to hold the type of promise envisaged in the original 
research proposal. As with the other forms of social design examined here it 
was, however, found to be a source of potential participatory methods. Indeed, 
examination of such methods demonstrates that normative motivations for 
participation, such as social justice and reciprocity, can be discerned. Two 
methods in particular were identified as holding the potential to be worthy 
compliments to the framework of participatory principles under development.
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4.6.2: Positive deviance

Positive deviance is an approach to community development that examines 
differences in how people behave as a means to “discover existing solutions to 
complex problems” (Positive Deviance Initiative, 2016). Positive deviance is 
addressed here in respect to DfSI, yet it is a term that does have wider 
applicability in sociological and organisational contexts (Sagarin, 1975; Dodge, 
1985; Ochieng, 2006; Heckert and Heckert, 2015: 81–86).  

The interpretation of positive deviance associated with DfSI has its origins in the 
work of Jerry and Monique Sternin, who were involved in a Save the Children 
programme concerning child malnutrition in Vietnam in 1990 (Ochieng, 2006: 
458; Brown and Wyatt, 2010: 32; The Young Foundation, 2012: 36). The 
Sternins applied a positive deviance approach to the situation, identifying 
families from the community who, despite being poor, had relatively healthy 
children. Through examining the cooking and eating behaviours of the identified 
families, the study revealed that the families in question were ignoring local 
social norms and feeding their children small shrimps as part of their meals. 
Through a process of upscaling and sharing the practices of the positive 
deviants with other families in the community, a significant increase in child 
nourishment levels was achieved (Brown and Wyatt, 2010: 32). 

Positive deviance provides a means to reconsider and challenge assumed 
practices through contrasting the behaviours of different people, thus providing 
an interesting example of critical spatial practice. The potential for applying this 
type of approach to the topic of domestic energy efficiency was considered as 
something worthy of further exploration.

4.6.3: Looking for Likely Alternatives (LOLA)

The critical examination of current practices is something that is also a feature 
of LOLA (Looking for Likely Alternatives), a toolkit for helping schoolchildren to 
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explore social innovation (Thoresen, 2008; Jegou et al, 2009; Goldsmith and 
Piscopo, 2014: 54–56; Nes, 2014: 35). 

The LOLA toolkit was produced by educators and designers involved in the 
Partnership for Education and Research about Responsible Living (PERL). 
Responsible living concerns the “reorganization of present priorities, redefinition 
of human relationships, [and] improvement in the interaction between scientific 
knowledge and societal well-being” (Goldsmith and Piscopo, 2014: 54; PERL, 
2009). PERL was also concerned with encouraging consumer citizenship. 
Consumer citizenship is defined as the making of choices based upon “ethical, 
social, economic, and ecological considerations” in addition to responsible 
action on “family, national and global levels” (Thoresen, 2005: 7). 

LOLA is a “a didactic activity for raising awareness about sustainability issues 
through the investigation of examples of social innovation” (Thoressen, 2008: 
193). The toolkit was intended to provide a means by which to assist 
schoolchildren to “locate, critique and raise awareness of good local case 
studies about sustainable living and stewardship of the environment” (Goldsmith 
and Piscopo, 2014: 56). The process of engaging with members of the same 
community, both familiar and previously unknown, provides a means to 
enhance and construct knowledge, but also holds the potential to influence 
attitudes and behaviours (Jegou et al, 2009: 5). In doing so, LOLA provides a 
means to democratise the way in which a situation is responded to, not leaving 
power solely in the hands of practitioners (ibid. 9). It also encourages an 
appreciation of different scales of response, particularly so small, personal 
changes to everyday practices. 

The potential that LOLA offers for contrasting one’s own situation or behaviours 
with that of other people living in the same community was, from the 
perspective of this research, seen as a powerful prospect. LOLA also provides 
another positive example of how design practitioners can be repositioned as 
creators of processes rather than products in the traditional sense and, 
potentially, as facilitators of learning in other people. LOLA equally offers a clear 
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strategy through which to put Miessen’s ideas into practice. The focus upon 
exploration, decoupled from a presumption of intervention, correlates with 
Miessen’s ideas about a shift away from outputs towards processes, and from 
pondering the future to better appreciating the present.

4.7: Summary

The examination of social design documented in this chapter is by no means 
exhaustive. It does, however, demonstrate the valuable insights that were 
acquired from the field that contributed towards the development of the 
participatory framework. At a broad level, strands of social design hold potential 
as a sourcebook of participatory methods that compliment the normatively-
grounded motivations for participation upheld by Mouffe and Miessen. More 
detail to this effect is provided in chapter seven, including discussion of the 
assessment and selection of participatory methods that were used to develop 
the framework (appendix 4.2). 

The process of undertaking the review also helped to refine the emerging 
framework in other ways. Miessen’s ideas about changing the role of the 
practitioner toward the facilitation of creativity in other people (2016b: 59, 64–
65, 68) are embodied in cases such as LOLA, and in forms of open design. All 
help to demonstrate that a change of this nature is not an unrealistic ideal. In 
the same way, examples of participatory methods concerned with realising non-
material outputs, such as Landscape/Portrait and positive deviance, helped to 
give substance to the ideas encompassed by crossbenching. 

One insight that emerged through examining a number of the projects detailed 
in this chapter was the potential value in decoupling efforts to understand an 
issue from an automatic expectation of the need for change. This did not mean 
that change should be precluded, but that developing a better understanding of 
the present in the first instance may assist in shaping more appropriate 
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responses in due course. Perspective enhancement was thus clarified as a key 
focus of the framework. 

Finally, the review proved useful in demonstrating the potential value of a 
framework of participatory principles beyond the built environment disciplines 
alone. The range of cases examined illustrated that, in spite of intentions that 
were compatible with a normative appreciation of public participation, this was 
ineffectively voiced in most instances. The view was that a framework of 
compatible participatory principles to underpin the methods may, thus, assist in 
developing understanding and theory. The next chapter brings the insights from 
this and the preceding chapters together in order to clarify the direction of the 
research, a process which resulted in the definition of a revised research 
question and objectives.
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Chapter 5: Reviewing the original research 

proposal
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5.1: Overview

The investigative activities detailed in the preceding chapters provided an 
invaluable opportunity to engage with the issues identified in the original 
research proposal. The naturalistic stance revealed detailed insights about the 
nature of the problematic issues identified in the proposal. It also identified 
different perspectives on the issues, and directed attention towards potential 
responses. This chapter evaluates the impact of the insights acquired on the 
original research proposal, culminating in the definition of a revised research 
question and objectives.

5.2: Review of the original research proposal

5.2.1: Review of the identified problems

The investigative activities confirmed the relevance of focussing upon domestic 
energy efficiency, and substantiated the two problematic issues that had been 
identified in the original research proposal. The case of the CESP in Hull 
provided a clear example of the suggested tendency for domestic energy 
efficiency to be addressed from a technologically-biased, practitioner-led 
standpoint.  

The activities also brought to light additional insights, such as the way in which 
the actions and convictions of practitioners were being constrained by funding 
streams. On this basis, domestic energy efficiency was demonstrated to be a 
relevant and topical subject through which to develop and test the proposed 
participatory framework. The potential for the framework to have broader 
applicability remained a key consideration, however. Domestic energy efficiency 
was accordingly framed as the pilot topic through which to develop and test the 
participatory framework, but not as its sole purpose. 
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A fundamental issue that was uncovered and developed through chapters one 
and two concerned the types of public participation that were being facilitated. 
Coenen’s (2009a) normative / functional dichotomy of motivations for public 
participation proved an invaluable means to make sense of the observations. 
The same classifications also prove useful as a tool to reflect upon the original 
research proposal. The problematic issues raised in the proposal were an 
implicit critique of functional and depoliticised interpretations of public 
participation. In tandem, the aspirations outlined in the proposal could be 
characterised as a desire to give form to normatively-grounded, re-politicised 
forms of public participation. It is on this understanding that the progression of 
the research was pursued. This stance did, however, challenge elements of the 
original proposal. 

5.2.2: Review of the proposed response

The original proposal sought to develop a framework of participatory methods, 
but the application of the normative / functional dichotomy of motivations for 
participation in chapter two led to this being reconsidered. A focus on methods 
could still support instrumental interpretations of public participation; 
participation as a useful tool, ahead of, or instead of participation as a 
democratic and emancipatory process. The case of forms of ‘theory in’ public 
participation, discussed in chapter two, provides a useful case in point. 

It was decided that a more pertinent response would be to develop a framework 
of participatory principles, which could then be overlaid with complimentary 
participatory methods. The change in stance was supported by the discovery of 
agonistics (Mouffe) and crossbenching (Miessen), which aligned with the 
evidence that had been assembled. The change in focus towards a framework 
of principles was also a means by which to broaden the potential applicability of 
the framework, both within and beyond the built environment disciplines. 

The projected examination of contemporary forms of design practice was also 
impacted by the findings of the preceding investigative activities. The influence 
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of agonistics and crossbenching, and the associated change towards 
developing a framework of participatory principles, provided a clearer sense of 
purpose to the review. The primary outcome was the identification that forms of 
social design offer a wealth of participatory methods to compliment the 
envisaged framework of principles, in addition to a number of other useful 
insights. 

The development of the participatory framework was consequently framed as a 
response to Miessen’s work (2016a and b), supported by complimentary 
participatory methods, and augmented by participatory action research (PAR). 
PAR was identified as the methodology in the original proposal, and was seen 
as a means by which to give form to the “conflictual consensus” advocated by 
Mouffe (2009: 103; 2013: 7–8). The examination of PAR with a view to its role in 
the participatory framework is detailed in chapter six. 

5.2.3: Progression - changing the frame of public participation

The initial investigative activities provided a firmer basis on which to pursue the 
development of the proposed participatory framework. Nonetheless this did not 
mean that the progression of the research was without challenges to be 
addressed. A key issue raised by the initial investigative activities was the 
pervasive impact of the postpolitical condition upon forms of participation 
concerning the built environment. 

The interviews conducted with practitioners demonstrated that there was a 
difference between practitioners’ aspirations and what they were practically able 
to deliver. In chapter two it was also demonstrated how theoretical propositions 
about public participation could become contorted through their transposition 
into mainstream practice. The research project clearly did not have the scope to 
change the postpolitical condition. It did, however, provide an opportunity to 
examine how a normative interpretation of public participation could be made to 
work within it. 
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The observations made in chapters two, three, and four led to the consideration 
that decoupling public participation from mainstream built environment practice 
could provide a potential route forward. Miessen’s conception of the role of the 
crossbencher as a “nonaligned embedded practitioner” (2016b: 64–65), who’s 
role is enabled through breaking away from “tarnished historical protocols” (ibid. 
59) would certainly align with a reframing of public participation and the role of 
the facilitator. In the context of this research, the researcher’s experience of 
designing and facilitating the investigative activities led to the conclusion that 
academia may be a more effective realm in which to situate the facilitator. This 
was something that was actively pursued, and is discussed in more detail in 
chapter six, as part of the examination of PAR. 

5.2.4: Progression - revised research question and objectives

The research question and supporting objectives were refined in order to reflect 
the impact of the initial investigative activities upon the projected course of the 
research project. The phraseology of the research question was adjusted as 
part of this. The initial goal of ‘creating more sustainable lifestyles’ was 
assessed as unhelpfully vague. Instead, ‘enhanc[ing] the understanding and 
management of the built environment’ was considered a more effective 
expression of the refined aim. 

5.2.4.1: Revised research question:

What is the potential for developing a framework of participatory principles 
to enhance the understanding and management of the built environment, 
especially with regard to domestic energy efficiency?

5.2.4.2: Revised objectives:

1. Employ the insights and theoretical understanding acquired through the 
initial investigative activities as the impetus for the development of a 
framework of participatory principles.
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2. Clarify the methodological stance (PAR), including specific reference to the 
basis of the anticipated conflictual consensus and the process of 
facilitation.

3. Assemble and refine the participatory framework through addressing the 
topic of domestic energy efficiency in conjunction with communities in Hull.

4. Present the framework of participatory principles and consider its 
implications.
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Chapter 6: Methodological basis of the activities 

to develop the participatory framework
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6.1: Overview

This chapter is concerned with detailing the methodology that was assembled to 
support the development of the participatory framework. Participatory action 
research (PAR) was the primary point of reference, reflecting its specification in 
the original research proposal, and reinforced by its correlation with the notion 
of conflictual consensus advocated by Mouffe. The chapter is comprised of four 
distinct sections. 

The first section addresses the definition of the field of action research amongst 
other perspectives on how research can be undertaken. It also demonstrates 
the positive correlation between action research and the aims of the research 
project. The second section addresses the range of different strands of action 
research that can be adopted, in order to clarify the focus upon PAR. The 
discussion reveals that PAR is subject to variance as to its definition, and has 
the potential to be tailored to the requirements of specific research objectives, 
as was ultimately the case in this project. 

Before detailing the bespoke interpretation of PAR, the third section of the 
chapter addresses the facilitation of participatory activities. The concept of the 
empathetic outsider is introduced, which has its origins in the fields of 
phenomenology and anthropology, but was demonstrated to complement PAR, 
agonistics, crossbenching and the aims of this research project as a whole. The 
bespoke methodology employed in order to develop the framework is detailed in 
the fourth section of the chapter. A set of five principles was ultimately distilled 
from the range of insights, drawing upon PAR, the concept of the empathetic 
outsider, and crossbenching and social design, providing a firm foundation to 
the emerging framework, specific to this research. 
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6.2: Action research in context

6.2.1: Action research and the three research paradigms

The etymology of the term ‘participatory action research’ identifies it as a form of 
action research that is participatory in nature. Prior to addressing PAR in its own 
right, it is accordingly useful to examine action research in relation to other 
perspectives on how research can be undertaken.

Both McNiff and Whitehead (2002: 30–38) and Katoppo and Sudradjat (2014: 
120) situate their discussions of action research with reference to Neuman’s 
(2010: 94–122) discussion of approaches to social science. The approach 
adopted by Neuman proves a useful means to contextualise action research 
amongst other perspectives. Neuman draws upon the work of Habermas (1972, 
1974) and Kuhn (1970) in order to identify three research paradigms; the 
positivist or empirical, the interpretative, and the critical. Each paradigm 
represents a different way “to observe, measure, and understand social 
reality” (Neuman, 2010: 94). Critical social science is discussed in more detail 
below, as the paradigm with which this research is aligned. 

Neuman defines critical social science as a “process of inquiry that goes 
beyond surface illusions to uncover the real structures in the material world in 
order to help people change conditions and build a better world for 
themselves” (ibid. 108). Theorists such as Marx, Freud, Adorno, Marcuse, 
Habermas and Freire, amongst others, are identified by Neuman as having 
been critical of the “narrow, antidemocratic, and nonhumanist” dimensions of 
the positivist paradigm. Neuman also identifies how proponents of the critical 
paradigm responded to perceived deficiencies in the interpretive paradigm, 
such as its subjective and relativist biases (ibid. 108).

A number of the premises that Neuman discusses when explaining the 
functions of critical social scientific research (2010: 108–109) help to qualify the 
positioning of action research within it. They also help to identify this research 
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as sitting within the critical paradigm. Rather than observing and commenting 
upon phenomena, it is the intention of activities that sit within this paradigm to 
effect change. It is not enough to make and accept findings. Indeed, uncovering 
inequalities is a specific objective of the critical perspective. There is a 
corresponding expectation that the research will seek to address any 
inequalities identified, for the better, linking explicitly to the aim of emancipating 
those who are oppressed. The overtones of benevolence and principled action 
within this stance are clear, and serve to demonstrate a clear connection with 
the objectives being pursued through this research. 

6.2.2: Praxis and the action research spiral

A further premise that Neuman identifies as characteristic of the critical research 
paradigm is the interrelationship between theory and action. He identifies this 
relationship as praxis, and describes it as a means to challenge ignorance and 
to evaluate and refine understandings about whatever phenomena is under 
investigation (2010: 113). Praxis is founded upon the acknowledgement that 
there can be no prior awareness of the right course of action in a given 
situation. Rather, the outcome is a product of the conscious deliberation of the 
means (Bernstein, 1983: 147). In this way praxis provides a clear connection 
with the aims of this research project and the naturalistic approach to 
investigation that was adopted. 

Carr and Kemmis provide further detail about praxis in an action research 
context, defining it as “informed, committed action” (1986: 192). Their 
characterisation of praxis in contrast to technical ways of knowing provides 
further evidence of the relevance of praxis to this research (ibid. 33–34). Their 
suggestion is that technical knowledge is not reflexive, but is stationary, or fixed. 
Praxis, on the other hand, is reflexive in character. It involves the constant 
review and restructuring of action and the knowledge that informed it, with 
neither being wholly fixed in nature, and neither taking precedence over the 
other (ibid.). Carr and Kemmis go on to suggest that action research, as a 
critical science, is interested in transforming practice into praxis, “bringing it 
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under considered critical control, and enlivening it with a commitment to 
educational and social values” (ibid. 190). Its overarching aim is the 
transformation of practice into something “rational, appropriate and 
prudent” (ibid. 190). 

In the case of action research the role of praxis can clearly be discerned in the 
action research spiral (Figure 9). The spiral is a model which demonstrates a 
cyclical trajectory through which investigations may progress, combining 
continual phases of planning, action, observation and reflection. The model has 
been subject to varied interpretations and advancements. McNiff and 
Whitehead (2002: 39–58), for example, draw attention to the contributions of 
Lewin (1946), Stenhouse (1975), Kemmis (1993, 2008, 2014) and Elliott (1991, 
1994, 1998). The most basic representation of the model, which McNiff and 
Whitehead largely attribute to Lewin (1946) and is reflected in Figure 9, 
provides a particularly effective demonstration of its function.  

Figure 9: The action research spiral (McNiff and Whitehead, 2002: 41)

6.2.3: Models of action research 

The material identified so far suggests that this research project aligns with the 
critical research paradigm. However it is possible for action research to be 
interpreted in different ways, including approaches that would sit within both the 
positivist and interpretative research paradigms. Titchen’s (2015: 10–13) 
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identification of four models of action research, which draws upon the work of 
Grundy (1982), proves useful in this respect. The four models of action research 
that Titchen identifies are the technical, the practical, the emancipatory, and the 
transformational. It can be observed that there is a potential correlation between 
these four models and Neuman’s classification of research paradigms (Figure 
10). 

Figure 10: Suggested correlation between research paradigms and models of 
action research (author’s own)

Examining Titchen’s (2015: 10–13) descriptions of each of the four models is 
interesting but, crucially, raised questions as to which model this research 
aligned with. The logical deduction would be to associate it with the 
emancipatory model, which combines the desire for developing better 
understanding of a situation with an imperative upon “democratising, enabling 
empowerment, emancipation and power sharing” (ibid. 12). However Titchen 
associates PAR with the practical model, such as in the work of Reason and 
Rowan (1981), which represents an early example of the shift towards a more 
qualitative, cooperative approach to action research. 

The discrepancy outlined above suggested at the need to assemble a more 
detailed understanding of the different strands of action research, rather than 
blindly committing to one or other. The next section details the examination of 
the different strands, including PAR, and provides a further example of the 
naturalistic character of the research as a whole. 

research paradigms
(Neuman, 2010: 94–
122)

positivist / 
empiricist

interpretative critical

models of action 
research
(Titchen, 2015: 10–13)

technical practical emancipatory transformational
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6.3: Strands of action research

6.3.1: Introduction

Associating the research with a defined strand of action research, such as PAR, 
was seen as a sensible move. Potential benefits included an associated body of 
guidance material to draw upon, and a recognisable title to couch the activities 
beneath, acting as a useful shorthand when communicating the fundamentals of 
the research activities to new audiences. However these benefits also needed 
to be accompanied by a relevant and usable body of methodological theory to 
guide the practical activities. The examination of different strands of action 
research was thus approached on this basis. 

Reason and Bradbury identify action research as a “family of practices” (2008a: 
1), which encompasses a range of different strands. Examples include 
‘participatory action research’ (Argyris and Schön, 1991; Cahill, 2007; Rahman, 
2008), ‘collaborative action research’ (Cook, 2010), ‘critical action 
research’ (Ledwith, 2011), ‘critical participatory action research’ (Kemmis, 
McTaggart and Nixon, 2014), and ‘emancipatory action research’ (Boog, 2003). 
From the array of different strands of the perspective, attention was focussed 
upon examining straight action research, collaborative action research and 
critical action research, followed by a more in-depth examination of PAR.

6.3.2: Action research

An early deduction was that straight action research, which implies a process 
undertaken by one person in isolation, was not consistent with the aims of the 
research. This research sought to actively engage and advance the interests of 
varied individuals and groups, not just those of the instigating research partners. 
Reiterating the sentiments of Kemmis (2008), working collectively was seen as 
a way to open-up communicative spaces where people become “interlocutors”, 
working under a shared commitment to build new understandings and to give 
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direction to corresponding action (ibid. 127). The dismissal of straight action 
research focussed attention on to the strands of the perspective that stress 
collective rather than individual action, as detailed in the following section. 
However, closer inspection revealed that the particularities of some of the 
strands limited their potential for use in this research. 

6.3.3: Collaborative action research

Collaborative action research, by the nature of its title, was considered to hold 
the potential to align closely with the focus of this research, and it was 
accordingly subject to closer examination. Cook (2010: 142–143) makes the 
case that collaborative action research naturally includes participation as well as 
collaboration, but that participatory action research does not necessarily include 
collaboration. This is on the basis that, as eloquently demonstrated in Arnstein’s 
(1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation, collaboration is an advanced form of 
participation. Cook’s further discussion of the difference between participating in 
research activities and collaborating with others (2010: 142–143) certainly 
chimes with the sentiments at the base of this research. Yet Cook’s discussion 
goes on to contradict the definition of a specific term such as collaborative 
action research, or otherwise, on the basis that it may “limit developmental 
progress” (ibid. 143). The conclusion was that collaborative action research did 
not provide the sense of clarity that was sought, appearing as a term loosely 
applied to discuss a specific application of action research, rather than a well-
defined strand in its own right. 

6.3.4: Critical action research 

Critical action research represents another strand of the perspective, and one 
which Ledwith (2011) is a notable proponent. Ledwith’s work demonstrates a 
consistent interpretation of action research as a reaction against traditional 
positivist means of inquiry that “treat people like objects and deny the less 
tangible feeling aspects of being human” (ibid. 34–35). This strand of action 
research has a perceptible emphasis, from the title alone, on the initial critique 
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over the subsequent responsive action. Ledwith’s discussion of the strand also 
appears to favour an interpretation of critique as a force for accusation or 
apportioning blame, which is distinctly at odds with the aims of this research. 
The critical stance can be observed in Ledwith’s suggestion that action research 
in general, combining reflection and action, provides the context in which to 
assist people to “make critical connections between their lives and the 
structures of society that shape their world” (ibid. 33). 

The divisive stance of critical action research can also be witnessed clearly in 
Ledwith’s discussion of community profiles. The type of community profile that 
Ledwith envisages being produced is concerned with unveiling injustice and 
oppression in a given situation (ibid. 34). This contrasts with the type of 
community profile that Burton (1993) proposes, focussed upon identifying local 
needs. 

The undertones of conflict and fault-finding in Ledwith’s work demonstrate 
parallels with the use of violence as a tool of provocation in Miessen’s work 
(2007, 2011), as discussed in chapter three. Critique was fundamental to the 
aims of the research, but it was the pursuit of productive alternatives or 
advancements to current practices that was being sought, and the 
demonstration of these alternatives to potentially sceptical audiences. Engaging 
with critical action research ultimately helped to reinforce that, whilst critique 
was of fundamental importance, an over-emphasis on fault-finding or culpability 
in the methodology would potentially be defeatist. 

6.3.5: Participatory action research (PAR)

On a simplistic basis participatory action research (henceforth PAR) can be 
understood as a participatory form of action research, and thus a strand of the 
perspective of potential relevance to the aims of the research. A closer 
examination provided further clarity as to its relevance, but also identified a 
number of apparent differences. 
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A concentration of literature on the topic of PAR dating from the late 1980s and 
early 1990s is useful in clarifying the emergence of this strand of action 
research and its characteristics. Whyte (1991) identifies that PAR emerged from 
the advances in three specific areas, namely social research methodology, 
participation in decision making, and systems thinking with regard to 
organisational behaviour (ibid. 7). Whyte et al (1991: 20–21) suggest PAR is 
defined by the active involvement of people associated with the issue under 
investigation, which other approaches to research might class as subjects. 

Argyris and Schön suggest that PAR responds to Lewin’s work in representing 
“a form of action research that involves practitioners as both subjects and 
coresearchers” (1991: 86). They go on to suggest that the participants involved 
are both the source and the recipients of information, and that they are involved 
in a mutual process of building and testing propositions, the cumulative effect of 
which is a shared commitment to what has been uncovered. On the basis of 
these sources, clear parallels can be identified between PAR and the focus of 
this research. However, examining McTaggart’s work on PAR provided a more 
varied perspective, raising promise, but also flagging potential conflict. 

McTaggart (1991), on the one hand, raises some interesting and evocative 
points about PAR. For example, he draws attention to the inherently political 
nature of the perspective (ibid. 177), which clarifies its compatibility with 
crossbenching and agonistics. He also provides an equally relevant description 
of the function of PAR as an agent of exploration, refection and change.

[PAR is] a systematic learning process in which people act deliberately, 
though remaining open to surprises and responsive to opportunities.

[It] involves people in theorizing about their practices - being inquisitive 
about circumstances, action, and consequences and coming to 
understand the relationships between circumstance, actions, and 
consequences in their own lives. (McTaggart, 1991: 176). 
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Another promising parallel can be drawn with McTaggart’s discussion of the 
potential PAR offers to synergise the changes made by individuals as a means 
to provoke change at broader scales, which may otherwise prove 
insurmountable for one person (1991: 174–175). A clear link to the aim of 
circumnavigating the challenges of the postpolitical condition, as this research 
sought to, can be drawn. 

McTaggart’s discussion also draws attention to a potential discrepancy between 
his interpretation of PAR and the aims of this research project. He interprets 
Carr and Kemis’ (1986: 129–130) discussion of the requirements of critical 
social science in order to define five characteristics of what PAR is not. Four of 
the characteristics prove unproblematic, but one marks this research out as a 
somewhat different proposition.

McTaggart suggests that PAR should not take the form of research “done on 
other people” (McTaggart, 1991: 181), and that all those involved in a project 
should have the opportunity to shape the agenda at the outset (ibid. 171, 
drawing upon Tandon, 1988: 13). From the perspective of this research, this 
principle was not disputed. Yet in practice it could not be denied that the aims of 
the research project were decided upon at the outset by the founding project 
partners, as detailed in the research proposal. It could thus be argued that the 
various other collaborators to the research were being used as a resource in 
order to develop the framework, which they themselves had not been involved 
in commissioning. Equally, not all of the contributors were likely to be involved 
for the duration of the project. 

In spite of the above conflict, it was recognised that the proposal to develop the 
framework would not likely have materialised without an external impetus. The 
intentions for how the research was to be approached were also clear from the 
outset, and deception, coercion or incentives for participation were not 
employed. Opportunities for other people to shape the direction of the research 
going forwards, and to take their own outputs from it, were also actively sought. 
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Concessions aside, the concerns remained that this research was not quite the 
same as McTaggart’s view of what PAR should be about.

6.3.6: Synthesis

Each of the strands of action research examined can be appreciated in its own 
right. However the conclusion arrived at was that no one strand accurately 
reflected the aims of the research in a way that would allow it to be used as the 
type of foundation being sought. PAR was the most appropriate match, but the 
differences identified through examining McTaggart’s work suggested that it 
could not be directly transposed in order to ground the development of the 
framework. The value of his interpretation could be appreciated as a means to 
undertake PAR within one defined setting and with a consistent group of co-
researchers. This research project, however, required greater flexibility to move 
between groups and situations, and not all potential contributors were involved 
in commissioning it. 

Rather than be constrained by the definitions of PAR laid-down by other 
researchers, it was considered more appropriate to develop a bespoke 
methodology for the development activities, reflecting the specific context and 
intentions of the research. This included incorporation of the insights acquired 
through examining crossbenching and DfSI. The decision to take this approach 
responded to Reason and Bradbury’s suggestion that there is no such thing as 
a ‘right way’ to do action research (2008a: 7). They support this point by 
suggesting that the mark of quality in the field is research that encompasses a 
personal awareness and the clear communication of the principles on which it is 
based. In many ways Reason and Bradbury’s point serves to explain the 
existence of so many strands of action research, each serving as clarification of 
a slightly different set of values and intentions on the part of the proponents. 

Prior to defining the five principles of the bespoke interpretation of PAR 
adopted, a further important component needs to be introduced. The 
empathetic outsider is a conceptualisation of the role of the facilitator that draws 
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upon action research, but is also influenced by phenomenological and 
anthropological traditions.  

6.4: Introducing the empathetic outsider as facilitator

6.4.1: Introduction

The facilitation of the activities to develop the participatory framework was an 
issue that required careful consideration. Facilitation was foreseen as the 
means by which the needs of the project and the needs of the potential 
collaborators would be mediated. It was anticipated that the researcher would 
play the role of facilitator for all activities. Yet the intention of the research to 
increase the level of involvement of non-practitioners meant that the nature of 
facilitation needed to be carefully considered in order to mediate the level of 
control exerted. The concept of the empathetic outsider was assessed to be an 
invaluable assistant to achieving the requisite balance, as this section of the 
chapter aims to demonstrate. 

6.4.2: Positionality in action research 

Titchen (2015: 3) identifies that it is possible to approach facilitation from three 
different orientations, whether as an insider, an outsider, or as an insider - 
outsider. Facilitation in the case of this research would clearly be approached 
from an outsider perspective. However the researcher’s distance from the 
situations under investigation was mediated by a genuine desire to better 
understand them, and the hope of affecting positive change for the individuals 
and groups involved. The relative outsideness was also tempered by an 
appreciation of the broader context within which individual situations could be 
placed. The initial investigative activities detailed in chapters one, two, three, 
and four were a considerable aid in this respect. It was thus appreciated that 
being an outsider could provide a useful sense of perspective on the issues 
being addressed. This situation was not considered to be effectively articulated 
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by either of the three classifications Titchen describes. Yet in looking beyond the 
field of action research, the term empathetic outsider was considered to provide 
a fitting explanation. 

Empathetic outsider is a term which can be associated with a range of research 
contexts. Although of a somewhat hazy pedigree, it has been the subject of 
relatively consistent interpretations as to its meaning. At this point it is useful to 
note that the interpretation of the empathetic outsider employed here correlates 
with what Greenwood and Levin describe as the “friendly outsider” (2007: 115–
128). Their work is useful in respect to identifying the benefits of such a role to 
action researchers, and is thus returned to in section 6.4.6. However 
Greenwood and Levin do not examine the context of the role, which is 
something that is useful to its understanding. The following two sections thus 
examine material from the fields of cultural anthropology (Berger, 1970) and 
phenomenology (Relph, 1976), helping to clarify the context within which the 
term empathetic outsider sits. Further contextualisation is provided in section 
6.4.5 through the examination of examples of empathetic outsideness in 
practice. 

6.4.3: Anthropological origins

In A Rumour of Angels, Berger (1970) suggests at potential levels of 
assimilation that anthropologists can adopt towards cultures under investigation 
(ibid. 20–21). Unlike the positive and productive interpretation of outsideness 
being upheld here, Berger describes it in a negative light, as a position of 
intentional detachment from the community under investigation. It is deemed to 
be a reactive position, retreated to in response to the potential culture shock 
that emerges from engaging with a different culture or cognitive tradition. 
However, in the face of failure of this detachment, Berger suggests that 
anthropologists “go native”, a position which can be seen as having three levels 
of intensity. This includes a behavioural stance; which includes participant 
observation, an emotional stance; which adds empathy to the mix, and a 
cognitive stance - although it is suggested that the latter fouls the potential of 
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deriving meaning from an investigation due to its likely disconnection from the 
realm in which any observations can be made sense of. 

Clearly, the definitions of insideness and outsideness that Berger uses do not 
accord directly with those being used here. However, parallels can be identified 
in the various positions he defines. Indeed, it is considered that the empathetic 
stance of going “native” that he identifies aligns closely with the interpretation of 
the ‘empathetic outsider’ being upheld here, even if it is not made explicit. This 
is someone who belongs to another realm to that being investigated, maintains 
a necessary distance from it in order to be objective and to function as a 
researcher, but empathises with what is being observed. 

6.4.4: Phenomenological origins

Relph’s Place and Placelessness (1976) is the second source of indirect 
contextualisation of the empathetic outsider, adding a phenomenological 
dimension to the concept. The connection emerges through Relph’s discussion 
of the range of positions from which the identify of a place can be appreciated 
(ibid. 44–62). Relph also upholds the division between insideness and 
outsideness suggested by Berger and Titchen, but he defines seven different 
standpoints,

• existential outsideness
• objective outsideness 
• incidental outsideness
• vicarious insideness
• behavioural insideness
• empathetic insideness
• existential insideness

Figure 11: Standpoints for appreciating place (Abridged from Relph, 1976: 
44–62)
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The omission of empathetic outsideness from the list of standpoints is explained 
by the different focus of Relph’s work to that of this research. Relph is 
concerned with perception as a solitary activity, and the vantage points that an 
individual can take to appreciate a place, none of which require the involvement 
of other people who have experience of it. It would not be possible for a 
researcher positioned on the outside of a place to appreciate insideness, let 
alone empathise with it, without consulting or referencing those who have 
experience of it. If nothing else, this deduction serves to highlight the 
importance of collaboration to the conception of empathetic outsideness being 
upheld in this research. Outsideness as a strategy of evasion or detachment is 
not productive. Outsideness complemented by an attempt to empathise with 
those who have experience of insideness was, however, a standpoint that had 
relevance to the aims of the research. 

6.4.5: Further contextualisation

The works of Berger (1970) and Relph (1976) require a degree of interpretation 
in order to ascertain their contribution to understanding the position of the 
empathetic outsider. A range of explicit references to empathetic outsideness 
do, however, exist, which are useful in defining the value of the position as an 
approach to research. 

Strang (2009: 9) follows in the footsteps of Berger and addresses empathetic 
outsideness in respect to the work of anthropologists. She suggests that the 
position aligns with anthropologists’ role as “cultural translators”, seeking to 
understand the complexities of the situations of various groups from a neutral 
perspective, as a precursor to attempts to build bridges between different 
worldviews. Shore (2009: xii) uses empathetic outsideness to refer to the stance 
she adopted in respect to her investigation into the role of religion in conflict 
resolution in South Africa. Although the term is used somewhat casually, Shore 
acknowledges that her approach has both anthropological and 
phenomenological influences.
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In a different context, empathetic outsideness is linked to the field of cultural 
and political history through the work of Alexis De Tocqueville, specifically his 
work about America (De Tocqueville, 1835). Glendon, (1991: 1–2) uses the term 
empathetic outsider to describe De Tocqueville's ability to recognise the 
peculiarities of a situation taken for granted by those internal to it.  Welch (2001: 
220–221, also referenced by Mancini, 2008: 261), provides a more detailed 
discussion of the relationship between the term and De Tocqueville’s work. 
Welch suggests that his position as an empathetic outsider in respect to his 
work about America, as opposed to his work about his native France, allowed 
him to “[pierce] through the surface of daily life” and to assist citizens to better 
understand themselves, and to explain themselves to the outside world (ibid. 
220). Welch summarises that De Tocqueville made effective use of alienage in 
order to achieve a degree of objectivity on his subject. This type of objectivity is 
what this research sought to achieve in respect to the topic of domestic energy 
efficiency in Hull.

Patrice Buzzanell, in her collaboration with Kristen Lucas, suggests that she 
considered herself an empathetic outsider in respect to her relationship with the 
US government’s policy of giving away surplus cheese during the recession of 
the early 1980s (Lucas and Buzzanell 2011: 101). Buzzanell’s two-fold 
description of being an empathetic outsider is notably clear. It involves a 
commitment to providing an objective perspective on the issue in question, 
which is not influenced by personal experience, whilst at the same time 
remaining committed to the sensitive treatment and portrayal of the lived 
experiences of those interviewed. Empathetic outsideness is addressed in the 
context of behavioural therapy by Sackett and Fitzgerald (1983: 128), who 
identify it as an effective position from which to assist individuals undergoing 
treatment. They suggest that it provides a means by which to allow individuals 
to recognise the factors that are causing them distress, as a prerequisite for 
effective behavioural modification.

Somekh (1995: 341) brings empathetic outsideness into the context of action 
research through discussion of the characteristics that serve to differentiate 
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practitioners and outsiders. She suggests that outsiders are unlikely to be full-
time participants in a given situation, but rather “peripheral to the main 
action” (ibid.). This is a position which allows them to act as observers, 
facilitators or “critical friends” to practitioners, who are more likely to be invested 
on a full-time basis. Somekh summarises that an empathetic outsider thus 
provides an invaluable source of perspective on the forces - frequently 
unconscious - that shape practitioners’ actions. The same appreciation of the 
sense of perspective that an empathetic outsider can bring is voiced by Heath 
(2009: xiii–xiv) in the context of vernacular architecture. However he makes a 
misplaced suggestion that the origins of the concept lie in the work of Relph 
(1976), an error that Seamon (2008) is also guilty of.  

A particularly valuable contribution on the topic of empathetic outsideness can 
be found in Tewksbury and Gagné’s (1997) work about the means of gaining 
entry to a community in order to investigate it. Their discussion provides a 
useful comparison to the works of Berger (1970) and Relph (1976) already 
addressed. Tewksbury and Gagné define a spectrum of potential presentations 
of the self, namely “knowledgable insider”, “potential participant”, “marginal 
member”, “empathetic outsider”, and “knowledgable outsider working with a 
knowledgeable insider” (1997: 135). The notion of the empathetic outsider is the 
most relevant to this research. That said, it is notable how the premise of a 
knowledgable outsider working with a knowledgable insider was played out in 
the initial investigative activities, through the assistance of the resident liaison 
officer in suggesting householders to contact in the Boulevard area. 

Tewksbury and Gagné specifically address empathetic outsideness in relation to 
Gagné’s experience of undertaking research with members of the transgender 
community (1997: 132 and 140). Her initial inexperience of the community was 
tempered by her empathy with the people that she worked. This resulted in a 
developing situation of reciprocal learning and teaching about the lived 
experiences of the community. In this way Tewksbury and Gagné suggest that 
naivety - or ignorance - can actually be endearing to the community being 
approached, if handled appropriately. They also suggest that naivety can 
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ultimately form a productive part of building-up positive, reciprocal relations with 
the community. However, whilst they suggest that feigning knowledge is 
inappropriate, they also condemn a disingenuous portrayal of self; researchers 
should “carefully manage the impression being made” (ibid. 140). 

The neutrality that the position of empathetic outsider has the potential to 
convey is implicit in some of the descriptions, but was considered to be of 
particular value in the context of this research. A relative sense of neutrality on 
the part of the researcher had been useful in the initial investigative activities. 
The context of the research and the various groups involved meant that various 
presentations of self would have been possible, with affiliations to academia, 
practice, the locale, and more generally as a householder and domestic energy 
consumer. The choice to approach communities as a PhD student had, on 
reflection, allowed the researcher to fulfil the role of empathetic outsider, albeit 
unconsciously at the time. The activities to develop the framework accordingly 
reflected a natural progression from the initial investigative activities, but 
equipped with a better understanding of the potential of the role. 

6.4.6: Alternatives to the empathetic outsider

Two specific parallels can be identified with the position of empathetic outsider; 
empathic neutrality, as discussed by Patton (2015: 57–60), and the friendly 
outsider, as discussed by Greenwood and Levin (2007: 124–128). It is useful to 
address both of these parallels here as a means to clarify the focus on the 
empathetic outsider in this study. 

Patton describes empathic neutrality as a position which involves,

understanding a person’s situation and perspective without judging the 
person - and communicating that understanding with authenticity to build 
rapport, trust, and openness. (Patton, 2015: 57).
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This definition appears consistent with the characteristics of empathetic 
outsideness already outlined. The eventual deduction was that empathetic 
outsideness was a more fitting companion to the context and aims of this 
research project. Neutrality was important, but outsideness was arguably more 
so, in light of the intention to relocate the role of facilitator to a position external 
to the constraints of mainstream built environment practice. 

The notion of the friendly outsider (Greenwood and Levin, 2007: 115–128) 
has already been mentioned in brief. The term represents a close alternative to 
empathetic outsideness, but was rejected for use in this study on the grounds of 
its connotations. Empathising with the situations, knowledge and experience of 
other people was integral to what the framework sought to achieve, and thus 
was something that should be made explicit. In tandem, it was recognised that 
the notion of a friendly outsider could be open to interpretation, and be 
construed as somehow lacking in rigour or professionalism. This was deemed 
inappropriate in light of the intended audience. 

Greenwood and Levin do, however, provide useful guidance as to the process 
skills that those fulfilling this type of role would likely require. These include 
patience, a willingness to take risks, a sense of irony in order to energise co-
researchers, and self-confidence and integrity (ibid. 126–128). This is, indeed, 
an accurate reflection of the way in which the researcher interpreted the role of 
empathetic outsider, as detailed in chapter seven. 

6.4.7: Synthesis

The examination of the literature surrounding the position of the empathetic 
outsider demonstrates how it complemented the aims of the research project. 
The material also demonstrates how empathetic outsideness provided a fitting 
complement to the other components of the emerging framework, such as 
Miessen’s (2016b) conception of the role of the crossbencher. A number of the 
sources provided useful guidance as to how the role could and should be 
enacted. It is now possible to turn attention to the methodological principles that 
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were defined in order to underpin the development of the framework, of which 
empathetic outsideness was one. 

6.5: Distillation of methodological principles

6.5.1: Introduction

The methodology that was adopted in order to develop the participatory 
framework is most appropriately communicated through five methodological 
principles, as detailed below. The principles brought together the influence of 
PAR, the empathetic outsider, agonistics, crossbenching, and social design, in 
addition to insights from the initial investigative activities. In this way the 
principles provided a refined statement of purpose, building upon the aims of 
the revised research proposal. 

6.5.2: Principle one - emancipation

The first principle responded to the insights acquired through the initial 
investigative activities detailed in chapters one, two, three, and four. It also 
reflected the nature of PAR as a methodology fundamentally concerned with 
affecting change, particularly for those currently disadvantaged. 

The broad intention was to assemble a participatory framework that could 
emancipate both householders and built environment practitioners from the 
types of depoliticisation that had been observed in the case of the CESP in Hull. 
In respect to householders, the aim was to investigate means by which their 
voices, knowledge, and practices could be incorporated into the energy 
efficiency improvement discourse in a more empowering manner. 

In order to enable the above, the aim was also to examine how the constraints 
experienced by built environment practitioners when facilitating public 
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participation could be circumnavigated. The anticipation was that changing the 
way in which participatory activities were facilitated would be fundamental to 
achieving this, through formalising the role of the empathetic outsider. A further 
form of emancipation concerned the potential to unlock additional opportunities 
for those involved, through the new connections, knowledge and enhanced 
perspectives that could emerge in the process. The potential was difficult to 
predict, but it nonetheless represented an emancipation of opportunities over 
traditional forms of participation. 

The potential for emancipation to be presented in a provocative or contentious 
light had been observed through examination of action research, such as in the 
works of Ledwith (2011) and Freire (1972), and also in Miessen’s work on 
crossbenching (2007, 2011, 2013, 2016). Their reasons for adopting a 
contentious stance were appreciated, but it was not seen as an appropriate 
strategy for addressing domestic energy efficiency in Hull, something which SG 
from NPS Humber agreed with. Framing the goal of emancipation in a positive 
light, as an opportunity to access unrealised benefits from public participation, 
was perceived to be a far more effective strategy. 

It was beyond the scope of this research project to change the broader 
postpolitical context within which the forms of participation related to the CESP 
had been observed to sit. An incremental approach to change was thus 
anticipated to be a more productive course of action, accepting but 
demonstrating a means to circumnavigate current challenges. The importance 
of demonstration pays reference to the examination of agnostics and 
crossbenching undertaken in chapter three. Although Mouffe and Miessen 
suggest at alternatives to depoliticised forms of practice, their propositions are 
supported by little evidence of the workability of these ideas in practice. 
Consequently, the focus on demonstration in this research was a strategy to 
inspire others to consider, if not pursue, the possibilities of the alternative 
approaches to public participation. 

�196



6.5.3: Principle two - collaboration

A further manifestation of emancipation concerned the proposal to develop the 
framework so that all people involved in participatory activities were positioned 
as ‘co-researchers’. The shift from what may traditionally be a professional-led 
exercise to collaborative endeavour can simply be expressed as a move from 
‘pro’ to ‘co’. Boylorn (2008: 599–600) describes the idea of positioning all 
involved as co-researchers as a means to “validate” and “privilege” their 
experiences, “making them experts and therefore co-researchers and 
collaborators”. 

The term ‘co-researchers’ can also be witnessed in the work of Argyris and 
Schön (1991: 86). With only a minimal difference in terminology, Freire 
advocated that people should be positioned as “co-investigators”, rather than 
objects, in order to deepen their critical appreciation of their own reality (1972: 
78). The recognition of all involved in the research as co-researchers held 
potential for all involved, but particularly for non-practitioners. It offered the 
potential to transform them from subjects or passive recipients of information 
into acknowledged experts in their own right, validating their lived-experience. It 
also justified their involvement in any discourse or activity that affected them, 
and put them on an equal footing with all other stakeholders. 

In support of the move from ‘pro’ to ‘co’, the development of the framework was 
also premised upon a conscious rejection of the pursuit of consensus. This 
premise was influenced by the exploration of postpolitics and depoliticisation, 
where forms of participation that sought to achieve consensus were assessed 
by Žižek as paradoxical (2000: 198). The framework was instead to be 
developed as a means to uncover and respect the diversity of viewpoints on 
domestic energy efficiency. It would thus provide an opportunity to embrace 
complexity in a positive manner, to enhance the perspectives of all involved, 
and to plant the type of “discursive seeds” that characterise ‘crossbenching’ 
(Miessen, 2016b: 83). 
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The proposed stance was directly compatible with participatory methods such 
as LOLA (Thoresen, 2008; Thoresen et al, 2009; Jegou et al, 2009; Goldsmith 
and Piscopo, 2014: 54–56; Nes, 2014: 35.) and positive deviance (Ochieng, 
2006: 458; Brown and Wyatt, 2010: 32; The Young Foundation, 2012: 36). Both 
positive deviance and LOLA were observed to cast a positive light on the 
variance between how people approach a given situation. Through juxtaposition 
of the contributions of different co-researchers they offer the potential to either 
affirm or call in to question taken for granted views and practices. 

In a practical sense, it was anticipated that careful attention would need to be 
paid to striking a balance between achieving the initial aims of the research 
project, whilst at the same time facilitating co-researchers to accrue benefits of 
their own. Situations where these respective benefits aligned would be a bonus. 
However the potential for new insights and rich data to emerge from the 
contributions of co-researchers, even on different topics to the main focus of 
domestic energy efficiency, was seen as a positive outcome to be embraced.

6.5.4: Principle three - facilitation undertaken by an empathetic 
outsider

The intention was that the development of the framework would be utilised as 
an opportunity to test the viability of an empathetic outsider fulfilling the role of 
facilitator of participatory activities. Miessen identifies the need for changes in 
the way that participatory activities are facilitated, and suggests that this calls 
for built environment practitioners to adopt a different stance, free from the 
constraints of tradition (2016b: 59, 64–65, 68). However Miessen does not 
make explicit how this change could or should be enacted, which was a 
situation that this research actively explored. 

The need for change was confirmed by the initial investigative activities. But the 
activities had also demonstrated that built environment practitioners were 
constrained as to the participatory activities that they were able to facilitate by 
forces beyond their control, such as external funding. On this basis it had to be 
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questioned whether trying to propose changes to practitioners’ roles could prove 
futile.  They may simply be unable to change their current practices, even when 
presented with a convincing alternative. Instead, it was perceived that entrusting 
facilitation to an empathetic outsider, the researcher in the first instance, could 
prove a more workable alternative, and actually provide a means to realise 
untapped potential. 

One potential opportunity offered by facilitation by an empathetic outsider was 
the added degree of distance from the situations under investigation. This was 
expected to provide a better sense of perspective on the range of viewpoints 
being expressed. Charging an empathetic outsider with the responsibility of 
facilitating participatory activities also supported principle one (emancipation) 
and principle two (collaboration). It would allow built environment practitioners to 
take-up the role of co-researchers and to contribute their knowledge and 
experience on domestic energy efficiency alongside other people. It would also 
provide a means to neutralise the impact of prior agendas upon the activities 
and lessen the chance of depoliticisation occurring, both in respect to the topics 
open for discussion, and how responses were subsequently documented and 
reported. 

6.5.5: Principle four - flexible, responsive, and process-driven 
approach 

In opposition to the types of participatory activities examined in chapters one 
and two, the pursuit of a predetermined outcome or the application of an overly 
prescriptive agenda or method was to be avoided. Instead, a flexible, 
responsive ethos was envisaged, combining the concept of praxis and the 
cyclical approach of planning, acting, observing and reflecting characteristic of 
action research.  

The impact of praxis on the activities to develop the framework was projected to 
be two-fold. Firstly, it was anticipated that it would be manifest through activities 
which sought to uncover and capture the knowledge, experience and practices 
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of individual co-researchers on the pilot topic. The intention was to provide an 
opportunity for individuals to reflect upon their own situations, as had been the 
case in the interviews with practitioners and householders. Yet the aim was to 
enhance the sense of perspective by juxtaposing the contributions of all of the 
individual co-researchers, allowing them to be seen side-by-side. The 
anticipation was that this could, for example, kindle solidarity around an issue, 
or help to instil an appreciation that other people think and act differently, or 
have different priorities. It could also provide the catalyst for the kind of 
synergies that McTaggart (1991: 174–175) identifies, providing a means to 
address broader issues beyond the scope of one person alone. 

Hand-in-hand with the concept of praxis, the characteristic cyclical nature of 
action research was deemed to be a further complement to the development of 
the framework. The intention was that continual cycles of planning, action, 
observation and reflection would provide the general structure to the 
development activities. This would help to substantiate the aim of a flexible, 
responsive, and incremental process. The intention was that the activities would 
move forward on the basis of the insights uncovered, and the will of those 
involved, rather than being inhibited by the demands of predetermined goals.

6.5.6: Principle five - shared ethical foundation

The fifth methodological principle was inspired by the concept of ‘conflictual 
consensus’, proposed by Mouffe as the foundation of ‘agonistics’ (2009: 103, 
and 2013: 7–8), and addressed in more detail in chapter three. The aim was to 
provide a foundation of ethical principles, upheld by all co-researchers, upon 
which situational differences and similarities on the topic of domestic energy 
efficiency could be explored. 

Mouffe’s proposition was augmented by material from The Guide to Ethical 
Principles and Practice produced by by the Centre for Social Justice and 
Community Action at Durham University and the National Coordinating Centre 
for Public Engagement (CSJCA and NCCPE, 2012). The guide had already 
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proved useful during the initial investigative activities, influencing the production 
of the prologue or working agreement as a means to communicate the ethical 
principles to all potential interviewees. The intention was that a working 
agreement would also be produced to guide the activities to develop the 
framework, but with a refined focus. 

To enhance the clarity of message of the working agreement, the emphasis was 
placed upon four ethical principles, distilled from the CSJCA and NCCPE 
guidance document (ibid. 8), and consistent with the vision for the framework,

6.5.6.1: Equality

treat other people as you would like to be treated

When we work together, nobody is more important than anybody else 
present, and everybody deserves to be treated with respect.

6.5.6.2: Diversity

difference is good - it helps to put things into perspective

However, it is important to remember that we are not all the same, and 
that difference is something which should be respected - and celebrated.  
We should all work to understand, rather than to judge, the things that we 
share and those that make us different.

6.5.6.3: Reciprocity

it’s all about give and take.

We all have our own valuable knowledge and experience of the issues 
being investigated, which other people can learn from. At the same time, 
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we all have the capacity to learn from the valuable knowledge and 
experience of those around us.

6.5.6.4: Reflection

think...do...think....do...

To make the process work, we all need to think about what we have 
learned from the activities we have been involved in and from those 
around us. The intention is that this will help to influence what happens 
next, whether on an individual or a group basis.

The four values were to be accompanied in the working agreement by a range 
of practical considerations, also inspired by the document produced by CSJCA 
and NCCPE (2012). A crucial point to be made was that the activities would not 
involve soliciting of advice, which demonstrated that co-researchers were not 
being positioned as passive consumers of guidance. Other points included the 
purpose of the exercise, the role of the facilitator, the right to opt-out at any 
point, and contact details.

The working agreement was eventually manifest in a range of formats. This 
included a stand-alone working agreement for issuing at public meetings, a 
version for inclusion in an invitation pack, a condensed version for inclusion on 
a Facebook page, and a graphical version for inclusion in presentations about 
the project to general audiences. 

6.6: Progression

Further detail about the application of the ethical principles is provided in 
chapter seven, which details the activities undertaken to develop the 
participatory framework. The ethical principles are also discussed in chapter 
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eight, in reflection of their eventual inclusion as a key element of the 
participatory framework. 
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Chapter 7: Developing the participatory 

framework
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7.1: Overview

Chapter seven details the development activities that were undertaken in order 
to assemble and test the participatory framework, in conjunction with the 
members of two communities in Hull. The development activities were guided 
by the methodological principles defined in chapter six. This basis provided a 
means to first assemble a body of complimentary participatory methods, 
drawing upon the built environment disciplines, social design, and other fields.  

The chapter goes on to detail the progression of the development activities, 
which commenced in the Boulevard neighbourhood, and then progressed to the 
Avenues neighbourhood, both in West Hull (appendix 4.1). The activities in the 
Boulevard neighbourhood built upon the initial interviews with householders, 
and incorporated a semi-public event and a Facebook page. The focus of the 
development activities was subsequently moved to the Avenues 
neighbourhood. A more concerted programme of development activities was 
undertaken in the Avenues, again incorporating face-to-face and virtual formats, 
but publicised to a wider audience of over 1,200 households. 

As the chapter seeks to demonstrate, the range of activities undertaken 
provided an invaluable means to test and refine the ideas that had been 
assembled during the course of the initial investigative activities. The 
development activities resulted in the production of a range of supporting 
materials, included here as appendices. 

7.2: Outline planning

A seven month window was allocated for undertaking the activities to develop 
the participatory framework, but the specifics of how the time was to be used 
was not planned in advance. The approach reflected the fourth methodological 
principle (flexible, responsive, and process-driven approach), with the intention 
of cycling through loops of planning, action, observation and reflection. 
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Attention was first focussed upon the Boulevard neighbourhood in West Hull, a 
strategy deemed sensible on four counts. The Boulevard neighbourhood had 
featured in the initial investigative activities. It was perceived that maintaining 
the same geographical frame would allow the insights uncovered to be built 
upon. This would also support the aim of providing opportunities to demonstrate 
the potential of the emerging framework to practitioners and householders. 

The focus on the Boulevard neighbourhood provided an opportunity to build 
upon the productive connections established with householders, and their 
expressions of interest in engaging in further research activities. A less obvious 
but related connection was that interviews with householders had essentially 
represented the first, implicit stages of developing the participatory framework. 

The instrumentation of the interviews was intentionally framed in order to allow 
the voices of the interviewees to be heard in an authentic and unrestrained 
manner. The approach to processing, collating and presenting the findings was 
also designed to allow the individual contributions of interviewees to be seen 
alongside one another. This form of juxtaposition was intended to allow a 
broader perspective to be developed on the issues in question. Maintaining the 
focus on the Boulevard neighbourhood allowed the exploration and 
development to continue in the same context. 

7.3: Assembly of participatory methods

The review of the original research proposal, detailed in chapter five, identified 
the fundamental shift in focus from the development of a framework of 
participatory methods towards a framework of participatory principles. The 
emphasis placed upon principles did not mean that participatory methods were 
completely sidelined. On the contrary, the identification and application of 
methods that complimented the principles was essential to the process of 
testing and refining the emerging framework and demonstrating its potential. 
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The assembly of a body of compatible participatory methods was accordingly 
the first activity that was undertaken. 

The process of assessing participatory methods as to their compatibility with the 
methodological principles was undertaken by way of a two-stage process. The 
first stage involved an examination of participatory methods from both the built 
environment disciplines and from forms of social design, discounting 
inappropriate methods and shortlisting those that merited more consideration.

In respect to the built environment, the forms of ‘theory in’ public participation 
addressed in chapter two proved useful in identifying potential methods. 
Examples included the extensive catalogue of participatory methods detailed on 
the Community Planning website (Wates, 2016), and the less expansive but 
more detailed profiling of methods included in People and Participation (Involve, 
2005). 

In respect to social design, the sources drawn-upon were more disparate, 
reflecting the nature of the field as a whole. LOLA and positive deviance were 
natural inclusions, given the prior identification of their potential in chapter four. 
They were supplemented by participatory methods and practices from projects 
such as Design of The Times (Dott Cornwall, 2007; Thackara, 2007; Billings, 
2011a) and the work of organisations such as IDEO (2009) and The Young 
Foundation (2012). The published methods were also supplemented with some 
of the researcher’s own ideas, not specific to either the built environment or 
social design. 

The initial examination resulted in thirty one methods being shortlisted. Each of 
the methods was assessed as to its compatibility with the methodological 
principles and its anticipated practicality of use, with both positive and negative 
factors considered (appendix 4.2). Eighteen methods were eventually 
shortlisted for potential application, but it was not the intention that all would be 
put into practice. Instead, they would be assessed as to their relevance to the 
development activities as they progressed. The possibility of other compatible 

�207



methods being put in to practice was also not precluded. With the body of 
methods assembled, attention was then focussed on applying them selectively 
as part of a series of activities to develop the framework in the Boulevard 
neighbourhood. 

7.4: Development activities in the Boulevard 

neighbourhood

7.4.1: Overview

The development activities undertaken in the Boulevard area were divided 
between two distinct phases. The first phase was centred-upon a face-to-face 
event, where a selection of the shortlisted participatory methods was put into 
practice. Phase two responded to insights acquired during phase one, with 
attention focussed upon facilitating activities in a virtual context using social 
media.

7.4.2: Public event

7.4.2.1: Initiation 

The planning for the first event in the Boulevard area was undertaken in close 
collaboration with two local residents who had taken part in the initial schedule 
of interviews with householders. They are henceforth referred to as co-
researchers B1 and B2, their identifiers consistent with those used to document 
the interviews in chapter 1C. B1 and B2 considered that the high percentage of 
rented properties in the neighbourhood was having a detrimental impact on 
community cohesion, and saw the opportunity to collaborate in the research as 
a way to explore how to bring their community together (Interview B1: excerpts 
70–74, 104, 113; Interview B2: excerpts 169–176). 
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The relevance of the planned event was heightened when a public meeting 
organised by another local group, also aimed at bringing the community 
together, was cancelled at the last minute. The meeting in question had been 
publicised widely, including a full-page spread in the local newspaper (appendix 
4.3), and had drawn a crowd of approximately twelve people, including co-
researchers B1 and B2 and the researcher. Both B1 and B2 expressed 
disappointment at the cancellation, but this was channelled productively into 
planning an alternative meeting, which became the first event. 

7.4.2.2: Planning

Two planning meetings were held with B1 and B2 in order to make the 
necessary arrangements. At the first planning meeting a range of ideas were 
brought together, both in respect to the anticipated format of the event and the 
practicalities of running it. The research also took the opportunity to undertake 
informal, unannounced testing of some of the anticipated activities, so as to give 
B1 and B2 an idea of the how they might work (appendix 4.4). Careful attention 
was paid to the balance between supporting B1 and B2 to pursue their own 
goals whilst at the same time fulfilling the aims of the research, reflecting the 
second methodological principle (collaboration). In order to achieve this, a draft 
event plan was drawn-up, which cross-referenced the ideas that had been 
brought together at the planning meeting with the aims of the research.

A key element of the draft proposals for the event (appendix 4.5) was the 
identification of the theme. The interviews with householders had placed a 
significant focus upon domestic energy efficiency and the CESP-funded works. 
Because the target audience was the same, it was considered unproductive to 
focus solely upon the same topic. The local area had been a key topic of 
discussion during the interviews, particularly the issue of community cohesion. 
For this reason it was decided to use the event to explore the topic of the local 
community in greater detail, and to encourage debate and reflection. The draft 
event plan went on to outline the anticipated sections of the event, particularly a 
shortlist of participatory methods, drawn from the earlier evaluation process. 
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Projections on means of engaging co-researchers in reflecting upon what they 
had learned and on the format of the event were also included. The plan was 
completed through the inclusion of anticipated practical considerations, such as 
stationary and refreshments. 

The contents of the draft event plan were approved by B1 and B2 at the second 
planning meeting. Attention was then focussed on creating a more formalised 
running order, matching the proposed timeframe with the agreed activities, 
accompanied by prompts to assist the process of facilitation (appendix 4.6). 
Each of the stages of the event and the activities facilitated are discussed in 
more detail in the following sections, alongside reflections on how they were 
received in practice. 

The process of developing the plan for the event worked well, and it was 
apparent to the researcher that both B1 and B2 benefited from being involved, 
giving them a sense of ownership. The process also represented a productive 
demonstration of the role of the empathetic outsider as facilitator; taking 
responsibility, but at the same time channelling the contributions of co-
researchers in a productive manner. 

7.4.2.3: Venue

It was decided jointly with B1 and B2 that the Fish Trades Club in neighbouring 
Heron Street would be an appropriate venue for the first event (appendix 3.2). 
The Fish Trades Club is a long-standing feature of the local community, its 
name reflecting the history of the area, close to Hull’s fish docks. The club has 
been home to a boxing gym for many years, a use which has more recently 
been augmented with training and development facilities for young people. The 
use of the club as a venue for community meetings had been discussed during 
the initial interviews with householders (Interview B4: excerpt 412). An initial 
visit revealed that the club lounge, equipped with tables, comfortable seating, 
and an attached kitchen, would provided a space well-suited to the planned 
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event. Following discussions with the manager of the club, use of the lounge 
was secured for the event at no cost. 

7.4.2.4: Target audience

The event was directly publicised to the five householders who had initially been 
interviewed during the early stages of the research project. Each invitee was 
also encouraged to bring a friend along with them to the event. This strategy 
balanced a number of considerations. First, the researcher’s experience of 
working with each of the interviewees suggested that none were in regular 
contact with each other. However, they were all united by a shared experience 
of the local neighbourhood and of the CESP-funded works. It was anticipated 
that bringing them together would provide fruitful ground for forging new 
connections and broadening perspectives. 

The decision to limit the number of attendees reflected the experimental nature 
of the event. The view was that a small, known group of people would provide a 
relatively safe, contained environment in which to test ideas and the format of 
the event. The possibility of the small sample size resulting in an even smaller 
number of attendees was acknowledged, but was counterbalanced by the prior 
interest in the event shown by all invitees. 

7.4.2.5: Invitation pack

The event was communicated to the target audience through an invitation pack 
(appendix 4.7). The pack was presented as two A4 sheets. The cover letter 
detailed the practicalities of the event, and was personally addressed to each of 
the invitees. The second sheet detailed the ethical values of the emerging 
framework, which at this point was being presented under the working title of 
‘Collaborative Social Learning’. This was the first time that the ethical values 
had been distilled in this way, influenced by the materials produced by CSJCA 
and NCCPE (2012) concerning working agreements. The invitation packs were 
delivered in person by the researcher to all of the invitees two weeks before the 
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event. Conversations with the five invitees at the time were promising, with all 
expressing an interest in attending the event. 

7.4.2.6: Attendance

The event took place as planned on Friday 3rd October 2014 between 1500 
and 1630 at the Fish Trades Club in Heron Street, Hull. Only B1 and B2 were in 
attendance, with no apologies received from the other invitees, despite their 
initial expressions of interest. Both B1 and B2 had tried to encourage 
neighbours to accompany them, as suggested in the invitation pack, but had not 
been successful. 

The situation reiterated the comments made by one of the householders during 
the earlier interviews, in that it was generally difficult to get members of the 
community to commit to attending meetings (Interview B4: excerpts 410–412). 
On reflection, there was a conscious difference between meeting with people in 
their own homes, as had been done during the initial schedule of interviews, 
and expecting people to make a purpose journey to attend an event. This is a 
consideration that was subsequently returned to when planning the second 
phase of activities.

7.4.2.7: Icebreaker activity 

A brief, light-hearted icebreaker exercise had been planned as a means to 
encourage co-researchers to talk to one another at the beginning of the event, 
ahead of the other activities. The intention was that each person would be 
asked to briefly introduce themselves and to tell the group one thing about 
themselves that no one else in the room would know. In practice the activity was 
deemed unnecessary, in light of all of those in attendance knowing one another 
to some degree already. ‘The Bank of Knowledge and Skills’ thus became the 
first activity.
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7.4.2.8: Activity one - ‘The Bank of Knowledge and Skills’

‘The Bank of Knowledge and Skills’ was inspired by an activity that the 
researcher had engaged in whilst attending an action research training course 
at Durham University, facilitated by researcher Fen Kipley (University of 
Lincoln). The activity was aimed at demonstrating the collective potential offered 
by working as a group. It involved the group being presented with a range of 
skills or tasks, to which they were asked whether this was something that they 
could do, something that somebody they knew could do, or was a skill that was 
unaccounted for. 

The activity was not presented under a clear title when hosted at Durham 
University, but the researcher felt that it was necessary to have a name to refer 
to, hence its christening as ‘The Bank of Knowledge and Skills’. Following a trial 
of the activity with B1 and B2 at the second planning meeting, it was also 
decided to make a slight change to the structure of the activity. To this effect, 
each person was first to be asked to assess the range of statements on their 
own, to then join with another person to assess the statements together, before 
finally assessing the statements as a full group. The changes were concerned 
with enhancing the opportunities for collaboration and perspective 
enhancement. This included getting co-researchers to talk to one another, to 
learn about each others’ knowledge and skills, and to realise the potential 
benefits of making contact with other people - whether to share a common 
interest, or to help one another.

The activity was structured around a matrix, which listed twenty statements 
about knowledge and skills that co-researchers might possess (appendix 4.8). 
The statements addressed both domestic energy efficiency and the local area. 
More generic issues were included alongside the core topics aimed at starting 
conversations, such as ‘do you like Marmite?’. A number of the statements were 
intentionally chosen in order to ensure that each invitee had at least one skill or 
item of knowledge on the list that they could confirm as something that related 
to them. This knowledge was drawn from the previous interview process.
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Co-researchers B1 and B2 had already been introduced to ‘The Bank of 
Knowledge and Skills’ at the second planning meeting, but were happy to 
engage with it again in light of the statements having been changed and the 
refinements to the structure. The process of moving from completing the 
matrices on an individual basis to then completing them collectively was the key 
source of perspective enhancement. This vindicated the decision to adapt the 
structure of the activity from that which the researcher had originally 
experienced at Durham University. For example, B2 had used local bus service 
1E, although B1 had not, and initially thought that she did not know anybody 
else who had travelled on it. 

Upon completion of the activity there were only three statements on the list that 
the group had been unable to provide an affirmative answer to. It was agreed at 
the time that this would potentially have been addressed had more co-
researchers been present to confer with. The latter point helped all in 
attendance to realise that the bigger the group and the greater the number of 
connections, the more skills and types of knowledge that would potentially be 
represented. On the basis of the trial, it was considered that the activity 
provided an appropriate and productive means of achieving the desired 
enhancement of individual perspectives.

7.4.2.9: Activity two - ‘My Communities’

The second core activity was intended to encourage co-researchers to think 
about the different communities that they belong to. ‘My Communities’ was not a 
pre-existing method that had been identified during the initial assessment 
exercise. It was an activity that the researcher devised, drawing upon the type 
of perspective enhancement provided by LOLA (Thoresen, 2008; Thoresen et 
al, 2009; Jegou et al, 2009; Goldsmith and Piscopo, 2014: 54–56; Nes, 2014: 
35), and positive deviance (Ochieng, 2006: 458; Brown and Wyatt, 2010: 32; 
The Young Foundation, 2012: 36). It also followed the same format of individual 
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response, followed by collective consumption and interpretation that 
characterised ‘The Bank of Knowledge and Skills’. 

The decision to address the topic of communities was a response to insights 
acquired during the earlier interviews with householders. There was an 
indication that connections between households were limited (Interview B1: 
excerpts 70–74, 104, 113; B2: excerpts 169–176; B4: excerpts 411–422). ‘My 
Communities’ was intended to provide co-researchers with the opportunity to 
reflect upon the range of different communities that they belonged to, not just 
their geographical neighbourhood. The activity also offered the potential for new 
connections to be forged between co-researchers through unveiling similar 
connections that they may not otherwise have known about. 

The activity was divided into two parts. Firstly, co-researchers were asked to 
think about and discuss what they thought of on first hearing the word 
‘community’. They were then instructed to use the blank sheet of paper 
provided to detail all of the communities that they belonged to, in whatever 
format they preferred. After five minutes, each person was then asked to 
present their work back to the group. The intention was that this would 
encourage reflection and discussion on any similarities or differences that 
emerged. 

A number of different perspectives and experiences on the nature of 
‘community’ were revealed through the process of undertaking the activity 
(appendix 4.9). It successfully fulfilled the aim of developing a broader sense of 
perspective amongst the co-researchers. This was reflected in the review cards, 
discussed in more detail in due course, where one of the co-researchers noted 
that awareness of different communities was something that they had learned 
during the session.
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7.4.2.10: Activity three - ‘My Neighbourhood’

The third activity was positioned as a natural progression from ‘My 
Communities’. Focussing upon geographical communities, the aim was to 
encourage each co-researcher to depict their perception of their neighbourhood 
on a blank sheet of paper, and then to share it with the group. The intention was 
to demonstrate the potential variance in the way that people think about or 
recall a place. Potential differences were anticipated to include,

• variance in the extent of the neighbourhood

• differences in its defining features

• variance in the techniques of representation used by each co-researcher

The activity was a further manifestation of the aim of helping co-researchers to 
develop an enhanced sense of perspective on local issues. The intention was to 
provide the scope to either challenge or reinforce individual viewpoints through 
placing them alongside those of fellow co-researchers. 

The three portraits of the area produced during this activity revealed notably 
different perspectives on the neighbourhood (appendix 4.10). The issues of 
scale and the boundaries of the neighbourhood were the key variables, whilst 
the identifying features included in the illustrations also differed. The graphical 
format proved a particularly effective means of achieving the aim of perspective 
enhancement, whilst also proving easy for co-researchers to engage with. The 
prospect of undertaking the activity with a larger group was seen as holding 
significant potential.

7.4.2.11: Evaluation

The activities were followed by an evaluation exercise, comprising of two tasks. 
Evaluation was intended to help co-researchers to reflect upon their experience 
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of the activities, whilst also providing feedback that would contribute to the 
development and refinement of the emerging framework. 

The first task, ‘Learning Assessment’, involved asking co-researchers what they 
had learned during the course of the event. The aim was to assess how 
successful the chosen activities had been at realising the goal of perspective 
enhancement. Submissions included the awareness of different communities, 
and awareness of the size of the community (appendix 4.11). An insightful 
comment made by both co-researchers B1 and B2 was that the event had 
demonstrated to them that local people do not care, and were not prepared to 
support a meeting designed to help to build a sense of community.

The second task, ‘Event Evaluation’, asked co-researchers to list their views on 
the positive and negative elements of the event. The intention was to assess 
whether the strategy had been successful, and whether any changes could be 
made in planning for future events. The lack of interest in the event shown by 
other people was detailed by both attendees, again, as the only negative 
element of the event (appendix 4.12). As to the positive elements, the co-
researchers appreciated “having a laugh”, finding out about the views of another 
person, the refreshments provided, and the opportunity to openly discuss 
thoughts and ideas. In summation, the evaluation process proved useful in 
assessing the functionality of the exercises and the format of the event as a 
whole. 

7.4.2.12: Feedback

The intention at the outset was to collate the outcomes from all of the exercises 
and the evaluation process and then present them as a case report, similar to 
that produced following the interviews with householders. The rationale was that 
this report would provide a further opportunity to broaden the perspectives of 
co-researchers and encourage reflection, through placing the range of 
contributions alongside one another. In reality, and in agreement with B1 and 
B2, the production of a report was deferred in reflection of the relatively low 
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turnout at the event. It was deemed more sensible to use the the insights 
acquired to plan the next phase of activity. 

7.4.3: Second phase of development activities

7.4.3.1: Overview

The aim of the second phase of activity was to learn from the successes and 
challenges encountered during the first event in order to further develop the 
framework. The expectation at the beginning of phase one had been that the 
key challenge would concern the successful delivery of the different activities. 
As the discussion in the previous section confirms, these concerns were largely 
unfounded, with the activities fulfilling their intended purpose, albeit with a 
limited number of co-researchers. The main challenge encountered during the 
first event concerned securing the interest of potential co-researchers. The 
evaluation process confirmed that this was also a key point of concern for B1 
and B2. For these reasons it was jointly decided that this should be where 
energies should be channeled when approaching the second phase of activity. 

7.4.3.2: Planning

The low number of co-researchers who attended the first event was due to it 
being by invitation-only, and because invites were only sent to five people. This 
strategy did, however, provide a safe environment in which to undertake the 
testing of both the approach and the corresponding participatory methods for 
the first time. The confidence developed in both the approach and methods 
provided a useful grounding on which to approach the second phase of 
development activities. 

At a provisional planning meeting with co-researchers B1 and B2, it was 
decided that a two-track approach should be adopted, which would involve both 
a public event and a parallel Facebook page. It was planned that the public 
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event would be structured along the same lines as the first event, but would be 
publicised to the whole community. 

The ‘community’ theme pursued at the first event was to become more implicit, 
with the focus instead being placed upon domestic energy efficiency and the 
shared experience of the CESP-funded works. This would allow more people to 
share their experiences of the works, to encourage discussion about the 
subsequent impacts, and provide greater opportunities to broaden individual 
perspectives. The activities were seen as a potential means to build community 
ties through bringing together people who may not otherwise have opportunities 
to interact with one another. The parallel Facebook page was envisaged both as 
a promotional tool for the public event, and as a space in which to trial 
participatory activities in a virtual context. The use of social media was 
considered to offer a potential means for people to engage with one another, 
but without them having to leave the comfort of their homes.

On the basis of the provisional plan, the researcher agreed to go away and 
investigate the strategy for the second phase of activities, including the process 
of setting-up the Facebook page. Co-researchers B1 and B2 agreed to gauge 
local support amongst their neighbours for a further public event. At a 
subsequent planning meeting B1 and B2 reported that interest in a public event 
was almost non-existent amongst their friends and neighbours, with people not 
willing to commit to attending. In response it was jointly decided that the effort 
required to arrange such a public event would likely be wasted. However, it was 
agreed that the potential of the Facebook page had yet to be tested, and that 
this should become the focus of attention going forward.

7.4.3.3: Facebook page - ‘Energy Exchange: Boulevard’

The Facebook page was designed to provide a place for local householders to 
take part in a range of virtual activities, and to learn more about the research 
project (appendix 4.13). The page was presented under the heading of ‘Energy 
Exchange: Boulevard’. This was the first time that the ‘Exchange’ name and 
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logo had been used. It was developed so as to provide the research project with 
a more appealing, recognisable image, and to provide both a verbal and visual 
clue as to the focus of the activities on the exchange of knowledge and 
experience. 

The virtual activities hosted on the Facebook page were designed around a 
series of provocative images, designed to be uploaded to the page over the 
course of a number of weeks (appendix 4.14). The intention was that those 
viewing the page would be encouraged to post comments or photographs in 
response to the images, each of which addressed an aspect of the CESP-
funded works or the research project. The approach was intended to make 
productive use of Facebook’s comment and notification functions. All comments 
made about one of the provocative images would be visible to other viewers of 
the Facebook page, hopefully acting as a form of perspective enhancement, if 
not a catalyst for comments in response. It was also felt that Facebook’s in-built 
notification function would also assist this process, by alerting those who had 
posted comments about any subsequent contributions by other co-researchers.  

In order to promote the existence of the Facebook page, one of the provocative 
images was turned into a two-sided postcard (appendix 4.15), which was 
distributed to all 206 properties in the previously defined CESP project area 
(appendix 3.2). The postcards were assembled by hand, rather than produced 
by a commercial printer, each comprising of an A6 sized card with a colour 
printed image glued to each side. The design of the postcards was an 
intentional strategy to differentiate them from takeaway leaflets and other forms 
of junk mail and to encourage householders to examine them more closely. The 
postcards were distributed in person on Sunday 23rd November 2014. As with 
the invitations for the initial interviews, delivery in person was seen as a 
potential opportunity to meet with residents in the street and to engage in 
conversation about the activities. 

The rate of response to the Facebook page was generally disappointing. It was 
not possible to assess how many people had viewed the page, but the level of 
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interaction with the material posted on it was low. A number of general ‘likes’ of 
the page as a whole were registered, and one comment was expressed in 
response to one of the provocative images that had been uploaded. Means of 
raising the profile and exposure of the page were considered. The specific focus 
on the Boulevard neighbourhood meant that the only practical way to do this 
would have been to make further face-to-face contact with householders, or to 
undertake a second leaflet drop.  

7.4.3.4: Smart meter trial

An unexpected exercise explored alongside the Facebook page concerned the 
possibility of co-researchers B1 and B2 partaking in a smart meter trial. The 
smart meters in question were being issued free of charge to households in Hull 
as part of a National Lottery-funded project, which the researcher became 
aware of when conducting the interviews with practitioners. The devices 
provided real-time information about domestic energy consumption in the home 
via a digital read-out. Discussions with co-researchers B1 and B2 during the 
initial interview process revealed that both were aware that the CESP-funded 
works were intended to deliver energy efficiency improvements. Yet neither was 
completely sure of the impact that the works had delivered to their homes. It 
was considered that smart meters could provide a means to respond to this lack 
of clarity, providing a source of data about their energy use. 

The full potential offered by smart meters could only have been realised if they 
had been installed before the CESP-funded works had been delivered, allowing 
comparisons to be drawn. However there were still opportunities to be explored. 
Providing data about energy use could prove useful to B1 and B2 on an 
individual basis, helping to demonstrate the costs of using different appliances. 
The meters and the data they provided could also encourage new discussions 
between the two long-standing neighbours - and a new sense of perspective 
through the differences and similarities in the readouts they observed. 
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B1 and B2 both expressed enthusiasm for partaking in the smart meter trial 
when it was first raised. Accordingly the researcher agreed to pass their contact 
details on to the organisation running the trial. In spite of this, the two co-
researchers ultimately decided to decline the opportunity to partake in the trial. 
Co-researcher B1 was the first to opt-out, citing concerns that her 
granddaughter, who had recently moved to live with her, could feel that she was 
being spied on. B2 decided not to take part in response to B1’s decision, citing 
no other factors of influence. 

The above observations provide a useful demonstration of the factors that can 
influence individual decision making. The more powerful deduction that was 
arrived at was that it is not the role of the facilitator to make householders 
behave in a particular way. The researcher was initially frustrated at B1 and 
B2’s decision to opt-out of the trial. However it was more important to 
appreciate and understand their reasons than to expect them to fall in line with 
the objectives of the research project. 

7.4.4: Progression from the Boulevard

The combined effects of the decision of B1 and B2 to withdraw from the smart 
meter trial, the lack of interest shown in the Facebook page, and the decision to 
postpone the second public event resulted in the decision to move the focus of 
the research to a different neighbourhood. The researcher considered it 
ethically inappropriate to continue to pursue a community who had largely 
demonstrated indifference to becoming involved in the research. Whilst the 
development activities were of crucial importance to the progression of the 
research project, it was wrong to expect that the community being approached 
would unequivocally share, or be made to share, the same level of interest. 
Indeed, this kind of stance is what the research was seeking to react against. 

The change in location was a decision that co-researchers B1 and B2 
supported, as did the project supervisors. The effort expended in the Boulevard 
neighbourhood had undoubtedly yielded results, although these were more 
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constructive than demonstrative, assisting in the process of identifying what did 
not work and why.  Some ‘success’ at implementing the emerging framework 
was deemed necessary, and it was felt that this would more likely be found by 
moving the focus to a different neighbourhood in Hull. As is detailed in the 
following section, the decision was taken to to refocus efforts on the Avenues 
neighbourhood. The formative experiences in the Boulevard area allowed the 
activities in the Avenues area to be framed as a shorter, more intense 
programme, approached with greater confidence.

7.5: Development activities in the Avenues 

neighbourhood

7.5.1: Overview

The activities to develop the framework progressed from the Boulevard 
neighbourhood to the Avenues neighbourhood in December 2014. The Avenues 
is a residential neighbourhood one and a half miles north west of Hull city centre 
(appendix 4.1). The area contains approximately 1,200 households, divided 
between four tree-lined avenues and numerous side streets (appendix 5.1). 
Developed between 1875 and 1920, the neighbourhood was designated as a 
conservation area in 1975. It is also the subject of a range of Article Four 
directives, restricting alterations to doors, windows, chimneys and grass verges. 
The neighbourhood was identified as an appropriate area to progress to both in 
respect of its physical character and its demographic character, as detailed 
below. 

The physical character of the Avenues demonstrates parallels with the 
Boulevard, defined by largely Victorian and Edwardian properties, of solid wall 
construction and with high ceilings. These features, coupled with the planning 
restrictions in force in the area, present a clear challenge in respect to domestic 
energy efficiency. Unlike the Boulevard neighbourhood, the Avenues had not 
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been the subject of an energy-focussed intervention programme such as the 
CESP. This meant that the common ground between households on the subject 
of domestic energy efficiency was less evident at the outset. The situation was 
seen as providing productive grounds for comparison, allowing it to be 
assessed whether prior exposure of the pilot topic, domestic energy efficiency, 
was a prerequisite for the success of the type of activities being tested. 

The demographic character of the Avenues neighbourhood was the second 
factor that influenced its identification. The Boulevard had not been identified on 
the basis of its social and demographic characteristics, but it is useful to 
address them here in order to demonstrate the different proposition represented 
by the Avenues. Comparing sample postcodes from within each area on the 
basis of their Acorn profile provided a useful means to substantiate the 
difference (Figures 12 and 13). 

Acorn is a “segmentation tool which categorises the UK’s population into 
demographic types”, encompassing six categories, eighteen groups, and sixty 
two types (CACI, 2014: 2). The data used to define the types is compiled from 
the Public Data Group, Open Data, and other forms of public registers and 
private sector databases, with permission (CACI, 2017a). The Acorn website 
allows postcodes to be queried as to their demographic type, which provides a 
useful means to address neighbourhood characteristics. 

Figure 12: Sampling of postcodes in the Boulevard neighbourhood

postcode street Acorn classification

HU3 3JD Airlie Street type 51: young people in small, low-cost 
terraces

HU3 3JN Albermarle Street type 51: young people in small, low-cost 

terraces

HU3 3JJ Aylesford Street type 51: young people in small, low-cost 

terraces
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Figure 13: Sampling of postcodes in the Avenues neighbourhood

Sampling postcodes from the three principal streets in the the Boulevard 
neighbourhood study area demonstrated a consistent classification according to 
Acorn (Figure 12). Greater variance in demographic character was identified 
through sampling postcodes from three different locations in the Avenues study 
area (Figure 13). The variance served to verify the researcher’s tacit 
understanding that the Avenues had a different demographic profile to the 
Boulevard, and thus would prove a useful comparison. 

Another difference concerned the reputation that the Avenues neighbourhood 
has for community action, particularly on the subject of conservation of the built 
environment. The active and vocal local residents’ association, established in 
1975, is one manifestation of this dynamic (Avenues and Pearson Park 
Residents’ Association, 2017). The researcher considered that the reputation for 
community action would provide a useful opportunity to examine whether the 
type of activities being tested worked more effectively in this type of 
environment. 

postcode street Acorn classification

HU5 3JP Marlborough Avenue type 36: educated young people in flats

HU5 3HA Salisbury Street type 14: townhouse cosmopolitans

HU5 3EX Park Avenue type 7: affluent professionals
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7.5.2: Planning

7.5.2.1: Outline plan

The activities in the Avenues were the subject of a more concerted plan at the 
outset than had been the case in the Boulevard neighbourhood, building upon 
the insights acquired through the activities undertaken in the latter. The broad 
aim was to undertake a more condensed programme of activities, moving from 
planning to completion within a three month window. The activities were to be 
focussed upon the topic of domestic energy efficiency, and publicised to all of 
the circa 1,200 households within the Avenues community. The boundary of the 
area that was adopted mirrored the boundary of the Avenues conservation area 
(appendix 5.2).

The intention was to undertake two parallel but complimentary strands of 
activity, namely face-to-face and virtual. The face-to-face activity was planned to 
take the form of a public event incorporating a series of activities aimed at 
encouraging discussion and perspective enhancement on the topic of domestic 
energy efficiency. The virtual strand was to be embodied by a Facebook page, 
structured in the same way as that produced for the activities in the Boulevard 
area. The Facebook page would host a range of complimentary virtual activities, 
also aimed at developing dialogue and broadening perspectives on the core 
topic. The Facebook page was also envisaged as a support to the public event, 
providing a promotional tool beforehand, and a point of reference afterwards. 

7.5.2.2: Practicalities 

It was considered appropriate to present the initial ideas for the activities to the 
Avenues and Pearson Park Residents’ Association. The researcher anticipated 
that the groups’ collective knowledge of the community, and their experience of 
interacting with local householders over forty years, would provide a useful 
source of guidance. The plans were duly presented to committee members at a 
meeting in January 2015, and were warmly received. 

�226



The committee members saw the theme of domestic energy efficiency and the 
focus on contrasting views and practices as being refreshingly different to the 
usual topics addressed in the area, such as conservation and anti-social 
behaviour. The committee members agreed that a public meeting or event 
would be an appropriate medium to adopt, which could draw a good number of 
attendees if appropriately located, timed and publicised. The committee 
suggested the Avenues Education Centre in Park Avenue as the most 
appropriate venue, due to its size and central location. They also suggested that 
a weekday evening would yield the best attendance, promoted to all local 
households via a leaflet drop. The members suggested that basic refreshments 
would likely be a welcome addition. The plans for a parallel Facebook page to 
promote the public meeting and provide opportunities for virtual interaction were 
also viewed as an appropriate means to reach a broader audience.

The suggestions made by the Association’s committee members proved 
invaluable in refining the practicalities of the planned activities. The Avenues 
Education Centre was the first choice of venue, but a suitable booking could not 
be arranged. An alternative venue was identified in the nearby St Andrew’s Hall 
which, although smaller and less-centrally located, had more favourable 
booking options. An inspection confirmed that the venue would prove suitable 
for the event, the hall being equipped with tables and chairs sufficient to 
accommodate fifty people, and with an attached kitchen suitable for preparing 
refreshments. A booking was accordingly made for the evening of Monday 2nd 
March 2015. With the date and venue confirmed, work was then focussed upon 
refining the strategy for the three elements of the campaign - the promotional 
flyer, the Facebook page, and the public event itself. 

7.5.2.3: Promotion

The visual identity created for the Boulevard area Facebook page was adapted 
in order to provide consistency across the different formats and activities. The 
programme was presented as ‘Avenues Energy Exchange’, using the ‘X’ in 
‘exchange’ as the defining feature. The logo was combined with an image of 

�227



one of the ornamental fountains, which are a defining feature of the Avenues 
area, supported by the strap line “Join the local conversation”. 

The promotional flyer (appendix 5.3), was the first place in which the visual 
identify was applied. The flyer served the dual function of promoting the public 
event and the Facebook page. A concerted effort was made to seek feedback 
on the clarity and visual appeal of the flyer from members of the Avenues 
community, the supervisory team, and from fellow researchers. In its final form, 
the flyer posed three provocative questions, aimed at demonstrating that 
‘Avenues Energy Exchange’ was a different proposition to traditional 
participatory activities. It also stressed that the intention of the meeting was 
focussed upon “developing a better appreciation of home energy issues in the 
Avenues from a local perspective”. It was decided that the availability of 
refreshments at the event would not be promoted. This was an intentional 
strategy in order to assess the appeal of the type of approach to participation 
being adopted. It was felt that adding incentives into the mix could obscure the 
reasons for householders getting involved.

The promotional flyers were delivered by the researcher to circa 1,200 homes 
within the Avenues neighbourhood during the course of a twenty four hour 
period, two weeks in advance of the public meeting. The Facebook page was 
launched just in advance of the first flyers being delivered. This strategy 
intended to provide time to build the audience for the event, and to encourage 
some early debate. It was also a conscious response to the experience of the 
leaflet drop in the Boulevard area, which was undertaken late in the campaign, 
and only served to promote the Facebook page. The lack of interest that this 
had drawn from the Boulevard community made the efforts put into the 
production and distribution of the postcards appear disproportionate. It was 
consequently reassuring to find that the Avenues Energy Exchange Facebook 
page was being visited within a few hours of the first flyers being delivered. 
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7.5.2.4: ‘Avenues Energy Exchange’ Facebook page

During the two weeks leading up to the public meeting the Avenues Energy 
Exchange Facebook page was intentionally positioned as the core focus of 
activity (appendix 5.4). Content was added to the page in the form of 
provocative ‘postcards’, which viewers were invited to respond to, as piloted 
during the activities in the Boulevard area. The postcard format was also used 
to build interest in the public event itself, such as giving hints as to the format of 
some of the activities (appendix 5.5). A new postcard was posted every few 
days on the run up to the event. The Facebook format proved a useful means to 
promote the event to broader audiences. For example, the Avenues and 
Pearson Park Residents’ Association agreed to share some of the content about 
the event on their own Facebook page, which significantly broadened its 
exposure. 

7.5.3: Reflection on activities facilitated

7.5.3.1: Overview

The public event took place on the evening of Monday, 2nd March 2015, from 
1930 until 2100, with the ninety minutes subdivided into five distinct sections 
(appendix 5.6). This included the introduction, an icebreaker activity, a body of 
main activities, an evaluation session, and a final opportunity for open 
discussion. A ‘talk-through’ was also produced, providing cues to assist the 
researcher in the role as facilitator (appendix 5.7). 

The event was attended by twenty six local residents, representing 
approximately two percent of the circa 1,200 homes that received a promotional 
leaflet. This was a positive outcome, in light of it being the first time that any 
contact had been made with the community. It is not appropriate to compare the 
attendance rates achieved for the events in the Boulevard and the Avenues 
area, owing to the differences in the types of sampling and publicity employed. 
However, the larger number of people in attendance at the Avenues event 
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resulted in a more lively session. The size of the audience also provided better 
grounds for juxtaposing different views and practices, simply on the basis of 
there being more co-researchers present. As discussed in more detail in the 
following sections, the programme of activities proved workable, ran to 
schedule, and all of the householders in attendance engaged in the activities in 
a positive manner.

7.5.3.2: Introductory session 

The introductory session provided co-researchers with an explanation of the 
event, which included a brief description of the research project. Co-researchers 
were not required to participate actively in this section of the event, but the 
opportunity to pose questions was provided. A copy of the working agreement 
was provided to all in attendance (appendix 5.8). The document reiterated the 
points addressed in the introductory remarks, and detailed the four key values 
that co-researchers were asked to abide by (equality, diversity, reciprocity and 
reflection).

7.5.3.3: Icebreaker session

The icebreaker session made use of the previously-trialled ‘Bank of Knowledge 
and Skills’, and was conducted in the same way, but was renamed ‘Skills and 
Experience Exchange’. It was chosen for its inoffensive nature, its ability to get 
people to talk to one another, and the added bonus of the potential to reveal 
new insights. The matrix for co-researchers to complete was populated with a 
range of statements concerning domestic energy efficiency, the local 
community, and more general topics (appendix 5.9a) . Co-researchers were first 
asked to complete the matrix on an individual basis, then as a small group, and 
finally as a full group. The activity proved an effective means to get attendees to 
talk to one another and to pool their knowledge and skills (appendix 5.9b and c). 
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7.5.3.4: Main activities

The main activities numbered five in total. All five ran concurrently, in different 
parts of the room, and co-researchers were encouraged to move around and 
engage with each of them at their own pace. This approach resulted in a 
dynamic atmosphere, which required little intervention on the part of the 
facilitator. The design of the activities was influenced by the type of crowd-
sourced problem and solution exchange activities that were delivered as part of 
DoTT Cornwall (Billings, 2011a; Thackara, 2007). 

The first activity questioned co-researchers about the key energy challenges 
that they faced at home. They were asked to write their contributions on the 
supplied postcards, and then to peg them on the washing line provided so that 
they could be viewed by the whole group (appendix 5.10). The second activity, 
presented under the title ‘Switched On to Switching Off?’ asked co-researchers 
to share their tips for saving energy at home. It was structured in the same way 
as the first activity, but with contributions to be provided on post-it notes and 
stuck on to a board (appendix 5.11). 

The third activity queried co-researchers about their gas and electricity suppliers 
(appendix 5.12). Two boards were supplied for this purpose, each containing a 
matrix of all of the potential suppliers available to consumers in the 
neighbourhood. Co-researchers were asked to place a sticker in the box that 
corresponded with their current supplier for each of gas and electricity. 
Engagement with the activity revealed that a number of suppliers were well-
represented, whilst many had no customers at all amongst the co-researchers 
present. The fourth activity, presented under the heading of ‘Home is Where?’, 
asked co-researchers to place a flag on a map of the local area to locate their 
home. The activity demonstrated that there were some geographical clusters of 
attendees, and some parts of the area that were not represented at all 
(appendix 5.13). 
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The final activity, ‘What does your neighbourhood look like?’, fulfilled a 
supplementary role (appendix 5.14). Co-researchers were requested to 
represent their neighbourhood on one of the supplied sheets of blank A4 paper. 
The activity was designed to provide something that could either be engaged 
with without having to move around the room or whilst waiting for fellow co-
researchers to complete the other activities, and also something that children 
might enjoy. The full set of illustrations is included in the case report (appendix 
5.17). 

7.5.3.5: Evaluation

The two evaluation activities sought to gauge co-researchers’ views on the 
appropriateness of the activities and the format of the event. The first activity 
(appendix 5.15) was undertaken upon conclusion of the main activities. Co-
researchers were asked to walk around the room and survey the range of 
contributions that had been made. In doing so they were encouraged to see 
how their contributions sat alongside those of the other people in attendance. 
Following consideration, attendees were asked to detail their observations on 
post-it notes and stick them on the board entitled ‘What have we learned?’. 

The second activity was concerned with co-researchers’ views on the event as 
a whole. This was accomplished through the completion of cards, which asked 
co-researchers ‘How was it for you?’, with sections included for positive and 
negative observations (appendix 5.16). A box was provided for completed 
cards, which attendees could submit anonymously.  The comments 
demonstrated a largely positive reception for the format of the event, the 
activities trialled, and the knowledge that had been shared. 

The negative observations were fewer in number, and were generally more 
constructive. This included comments about not having enough time in their day 
to attend events such as this, the acoustics of the hall, and the length of the 
introduction. A telling observation from one attendee was that they had actually 
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expected to receive advice about domestic energy efficiency at the event. The 
feedback received is discussed in further detail in section 7.6. 

7.5.3.6: ‘Avenues Energy Exchange’ Facebook page

The Facebook page proved most useful as a tool to communicate information 
about the public event (appendix 5.4). The interactive activities hosted on the 
page did attract some attention, particularly so in the run-up to the public event, 
and during the few weeks following the event. However the momentum was not 
sustained, as the exposure of the page was not expanded. 

7.5.3.7: Reporting

The compilation and sharing of all of the contributions made at the event was 
considered to be an important part of helping co-researchers to observe, 
compare and potentially enhance their perspectives on the issues addressed.
A graphically-biased “case report” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 214–215), 
influenced by that produced to document the interviews in the Boulevard area, 
was seen as the most effective means to achieve this aim. Co-researchers 
would thus be able to review all of the contributions again, at their leisure. As 
with the previous case report, it was decided that the response data should not 
be summarised or concluded in any way. Those reading the document would 
instead be able to interpret the data according to their needs. The format of the 
report consequently saw a page dedicated to each activity hosted at the event, 
with the contributions grouped under themed headings but not processed.  

The completed case report of the contributions from the event (appendix 5.17) 
was emailed to all of the co-researchers who had provided their contact details. 
The publication of the report was also promoted via the Facebook page, with 
print copies available on request. Evaluation questions were included both in 
the introduction to the report and in the covering email, so as to encourage 
recipients to consider the implications of the information. The three questions 
concerned the usefulness of the information in the report, its potential 
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usefulness to other audiences, and whether co-researchers had made any 
conscious changes to their home energy use practices as a result of attending 
the event. Responses were received from two of the co-researchers (appendix 
5.18), as detailed below.

A number of the points raised by the two respondents reiterated feedback 
received at the event itself, such as the expectation that “concrete information” 
about energy efficiency would be provided (appendix 5.18a). The sense of 
parity amongst co-researchers that the activities and case report had helped to 
instil was voiced by both respondents. The respondents also provided an insight 
into their subsequent thoughts in respect to the event and the case report. The 
first respondent had evaluated the potential of further energy efficiency 
measures, but considered that they would likely be cost-prohibitive (appendix 
5.18a). 

The second respondent identified that they were keen to explore other energy 
suppliers. They also expressed an interest in the possibility of working 
collectively with other residents to address some of the energy efficiency 
challenges that had been raised, or in hosting a follow-up session to deliver 
“expert advice” in response to the issues that had been identified (appendix 
5.18b). The second respondent also raised a number of issues concerning 
community representation, such as the perceived deficiencies of the existing 
newsletters that are circulated in the neighbourhood. 

The potential to undertake further activities in the Avenues area was considered 
as a means to follow-up on the suggestions made by the second respondent, to 
capitalise on the receptive attitude of the community, and to further refine the 
emerging framework. However the opportunity had also to be assessed against 
the timeframe of the research project. It was ultimately decided that efforts 
should be turned to assessing the lessons learned from the activities already 
undertaken, and using these to give form to the framework.
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7.6: Review of development activities

7.6.1: Overview

The development activities undertaken with the co-researchers in the Boulevard 
and Avenues areas provided an invaluable opportunity to test and refine ideas 
for the emerging framework. This section identifies the key lessons learned, 
drawing upon the reflections of the researcher, the responses provided by co-
researchers during the evaluation activities, and the views of a practitioner from 
Hull City Council. 

7.6.2: Framing of activities

All of the development activities facilitated were concerned with encouraging 
individual contributions, which were then placed alongside one another in order 
for the full spectrum of views to be seen and interpreted by all involved. This 
approach was non-confrontational, and sufficiently flexible to allow different 
participatory methods to be chosen as appropriate to the topics and situations 
involved.

The feedback from the public event in the Avenues area provided a particularly 
effective demonstration of the forms of new knowledge that were developed by 
co-researchers, both on the subject of domestic energy efficiency and in a more 
general sense (appendix 5.17g). None of the co-researchers reported any 
specific concerns about the approach adopted to the any of the activities 
facilitated. However one co-researcher who attended the Avenues public event 
reported having anticipated that they would be provided with advice on 
domestic energy efficiency. Another attendee of the same event expressed that 
the format was not quite what they had expected (appendix 5.17g). This was in 
spite of efforts to explain the different type of approach being adopted in the 
publicity materials. Issue was made by another co-researcher of a perceived 
lack of clarity in the intentions of the event (appendix 5.17g). On this basis it 
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was concluded that the difference between the approach to participation 
proposed in the framework and more traditional participatory practices should 
not be understated. Also, clarity of presentation of the framework would need to 
be carefully considered when assembling it. 

7.6.3: Format of activities

The majority of the activities facilitated during the development process were of 
a face-to-face character. The feedback from the events hosted in both the 
Boulevard and Avenues demonstrated that co-researchers appreciated the 
opportunity to get together with other people, both on a social basis and in 
respect to the insights that this afforded.

Insufficient evidence was gathered in order to assess the merits of facilitating 
activities via virtual platforms, such as Facebook. However, it could be 
discerned, through cross-checking names, that the people who had engaged 
with the two Facebook pages had not engaged with the face-to-face events. 
This suggested that the virtual format had a different appeal, particularly so in 
the Avenues, where virtual and face-to-face activities were promoted alongside 
one another on the same leaflet. The virtual approach did offer potential, but 
would have likely benefitted from the engagement of a greater number of co-
researchers. Further investigation would accordingly be beneficial, including 
examination of different platforms. 

7.6.4: Working agreement

The production of a working agreement proved a useful means to communicate 
what was expected of co-researchers as part of their involvement in the various 
events hosted. No contestations arose during the events, and no feedback 
about the principles was received as part of the evaluative exercises, so it could 
be assumed that the working agreement proved effective. 
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7.6.5: Facilitation

Through facilitating all of the activities, fulfilling the role of empathetic outsider, 
the researcher was able to respond flexibly to the situations that arose. The only 
constraint faced was the need to accord with the timescales of the research 
project. Facilitation was not addressed in the feedback from co-researchers, so 
it can only be assumed that the arrangement proved acceptable to them.

7.6.6: Involvement of built environment practitioners

It had been hoped that some of the built environment practitioners that had 
been encountered during the course of the research could have been involved 
in some of the activities as co-researchers. The opportunity to arrange this did 
not materialise. However, it is important to note that the occupations of the co-
researchers who did engage in the activities were not questioned. It is thus 
likely that a range of different backgrounds, occupations and forms of 
experience were represented. In some ways, this blindness to background and 
occupation was a positive outcome. The known commodity was instead a 
shared experience of the neighbourhood and an interest in the topic of domestic 
energy efficiency.

7.6.7: Identification of topic and engagement strategy

A concern that had been present throughout the process of developing the 
framework was that the topic of domestic energy efficiency had been pre-
identified, and had been effectively imposed upon the two communities. This 
reiterates considerations voiced in chapter six about the interpretation of PAR 
adopted. The topic of domestic energy efficiency was integral to the original 
research proposal, and the partnership behind it, and provided the context 
through which to identify the issues afflicting contemporary forms of public 
participation. It is thus unlikely that the research would have materialised 
without it.
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In spite of the above, the observations from both neighbourhoods underline the 
belief that it is most appropriate for a topic to be identified from within the 
community itself. The Avenues neighbourhood had been identified, in part, 
because it was known to have a relatively active community. It was conjectured 
whether this would result in a better response to the activities from 
householders than had been achieved in the Boulevard. This was not proven to 
be the case. Whilst the public event that was hosted attracted twenty six people, 
this still only represented around two percent of the target population. What this 
did suggest, however, was that a cold or un-primed approach to a topic was not 
disadvantageous, as these figures were achieved without a prior impetus such 
as the CESP-funded works. The interest expressed in domestic energy 
efficiency was, however, fortuitous, rather than something that had been 
identified and responded to as part of the process of planning the event.

The presumption that domestic energy efficiency would have relevance to the 
Boulevard householders on the basis of the CESP-funded works was perhaps a 
misassumption. After all, the works had been ‘done to’ the neighbourhood, and 
were not something that householders had intentionally sought. During the 
initial interview process, householders had been more interested in discussing 
the aesthetic benefits delivered, and the practical experience of having the 
works undertaken, particularly the problems encountered. The flexible design of 
the interview process had also allowed other topics of concern to householders 
to be addressed, such as dog fouling and the management of local open space. 
This type of flexibility was not so explicitly incorporated into the design of the 
subsequent activities to develop the framework. The topic of domestic energy 
efficiency could not be sacrificed, as it was integral to the research project. 
However, this situation demonstrates that the success of the framework 
depends upon a flexible and responsive approach being adopted to the topics 
which it is used to examine. The potential for deviations should be positively 
embraced. 

Another way to look at the situation is that, had the public events in the 
Boulevard neighbourhood and the accompanying Facebook page been hosted 
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at the time when the CESP-funded works were first announced, or in progress, 
the local appetite for getting involved may have been greater. As one of the 
householders recounted during the initial interviews, the Boulevard community 
had been successfully mobilised in response to anti-social behaviour in the 
neighbourhood in the past (Interview B4: excerpts 327 and 419). It is perhaps in 
this kind of situation where the approach proposed by the framework would 
function more effectively, providing a means to channel or structure dialogue on 
an issue of more evident and pressing interest to the members of the 
community themselves.

It may be debated whether incentivisation of involvement is appropriate or 
necessary in cases where there is an absence of interest in a topic, or a 
community is not particularly active. The researcher adopted the stance that 
incentivisation was not appropriate, being contrary to the normative motivations 
of participation that the framework aimed to instil. Incentivisation is an 
embodiment of a professional-led approach, whereby it is seen as both possible 
and desirable to make the public take interest in a given topic. As in the case of 
the failed smart meter trial in the Boulevard area, it was more important to 
accept and understand the situation rather than to manipulate it in line with the 
research aims. Incentivisation may have a place in some situations, but only 
when premised by careful consideration. 

Whatever the view on incentivisation, engagement strategies in a more general 
sense would benefit from closer attention as part of efforts to advance the 
framework. Evaluation of the most appropriate and effective means of initiating 
contact with potential co-researchers would be useful, potentially through further 
testing, or through examination of theory and relevant precedents. 

7.6.8: Reporting

The approach to processing and presenting the contributions from the Avenues 
public event employed the same principles as the case report produced 
following the interviews with householders in the Boulevard neighbourhood. The 
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approach enabled all of the insights to be collated into a visually-appealing and 
informative case report. Feedback from one of the co-researchers (appendix 
5.18b) clarified the appropriateness of the format of the report. 

Further feedback on the case report format was obtained from a practitioner 
employed by Hull City Council, during a meeting to provide an overview of the 
research project and its progress in April 2015 (Interview C1). An audio 
recording was produced of this meeting, but is not included as an appendix to 
the thesis in order to protect confidences. In examining the case report 
produced following the interviews with householders in the Boulevard 
neighbourhood, the practitioner complimented the format, describing it as 
“simplistic without being condescending”. The practitioner went on to suggest 
that the approach to reporting may be something that Hull City Council would be 
interested in pursuing as part of their engagement activities with communities. 
Whilst this represented only one part of the emerging framework, it was 
enthusing to see its potential for application by a local authority recognised. It 
was anticipated that this opportunity would be pursued following submission of 
the thesis. 

7.6.9: Longer-term impact and responses to new insight

The co-researchers from the Boulevard and Avenues neighbourhoods who 
were involved in the activities to develop the framework clearly reported a range 
of different forms of learning attained. That said, an important element not 
investigated in any depth was the potential for impacts of such new knowledge 
to emerge over a longer period of time, or in unexpected formats. The feedback 
received from the two respondents to the questions posed in the case report 
provided some insight to this effect (appendix 5.18). Questioning co-
researchers about the impact of the events they engaged in after a longer 
period of time could have been advantageous, as might considering alternative 
methods to capture this insight.
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It had been hoped that opportunities would arise to assist co-researchers in 
responding to the insights brought to light through the various activities, 
something also suggested by one of the co-researchers who responded to the 
questions posed in the case report (appendix 5.18b). Unfortunately it did not 
prove practicable to pursue these opportunities within the timeframe of the 
project. Further development work could have been undertaken in the 
Boulevard neighbourhood, working with co-researchers B1 and B2 to build upon 
the insights that had emerged from the activities they had been involved in. The 
decision was ultimately taken that the development of the framework would be 
better served by refocusing efforts on the Avenues. 

The same situation arose in the Avenues neighbourhood, where further 
activities could possibly have been facilitated, but it was agreed with the project 
supervisors that development work should be curtailed in order to focus on 
assembling the framework. Further works to examine how the potential of 
responsive action might be pursued would thus be beneficial. One important 
lesson learned was that any such activities would need to have a flexible 
timeframe, and that facilitators would equally need to have the flexibility to 
respond to issues as they arise. 

7.6.10: Comparison with traditional methods of engagement

It is useful to compare the activities facilitated during the development process 
with what would have happened using a more traditional approach. In respect to 
the Boulevard, the neighbourhood had clearly been the subject of participatory 
activities on the subject of domestic energy efficiency in the past. However 
these were of a notably different character, as the initial investigative activities 
discussed in chapter one serve to demonstrate, and can be witnessed in the 
post-completion questionnaire associated with the CESP-funded works 
(appendix 1.2).

In respect to the Avenues, it is likely that participatory activities on the subject of 
domestic energy efficiency would not have materialised at all had a more 
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traditional approach been adopted. The area was not the subject of any form of 
domestic energy efficiency improvement project, and was not likely to be the 
target of fuel poverty alleviation campaigns, due to its demographic constitution. 
Seeking the views of householders without a clear project to apply them to 
would not have accorded with the way in which the practitioners questioned 
during the initial investigative activities were required to work. A clear remit, and 
budget, was required in order for them to make contact with householders. The 
constraints faced by built environment practitioners are fully appreciated. 
Nonetheless, the nature of the insights and connections that emerged through 
the development activities provide a clear impetus for pursuing an alternative 
approach to participation; this is what the framework seeks to provide.  

7.7: Progression

In reviewing the practical activities, it was concluded that further development 
and testing would undoubtedly have strengthened the emerging framework. A 
particular element that had not been explored concerned how the insights 
assembled through the various activities could be translated into responsive 
action. Through discussion with the project supervisors it was decided that the 
timeframe of the research project would preclude this from taking place 
immediately. Instead, assembly of a statement of the vision of the framework 
was more important, which could then be subject to further development in due 
course. The presentation of the framework as open to further interpretation and 
development is actually considered to be a strength, allowing it to be tailored to 
the needs of different situations as required. Too much development or 
prescription may, indeed, have limited its applicability. 
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Chapter 8: Presenting the participatory 

framework
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8.1: Overview

Chapter eight is concerned with detailing Xchange, the participatory framework 
that the research project was commissioned to develop. Xchange is testament 
to the productive nature of the co-produced investigative and development 
activities that were undertaken during the course of the research project. The 
time constraints associated with a doctoral research project did, however, mean 
that their scope was ultimately limited. The vision of Xchange presented here is, 
consequently, a preliminary one, albeit one which is believed to offer potential 
for further exploration and refinement.

The decision to formulate Xchange as a framework of principles, as opposed to 
a framework of methods, imbues it with considerable flexibility as to how it could 
be employed. Following the introduction of the framework, attention is focussed 
upon detailing the five constituent principles. This is followed by a discussion of 
how compatible participatory methods could be identified. Contextualisation of 
Xchange in respect to other alternative approaches to public participation, as 
detailed in section 8.10, provides a useful means to clarify the unique attributes 
of the framework, and some potential synergies to be explored. The final 
section of the chapter details activities to seek feedback on the provisional 
framework. This includes the identification of elements that would benefit from 
further consideration and, crucially, clarifies provisional support for further 
development from key stakeholders.

8.2: Assembly of the participatory framework

The assembly of the framework was undertaken through reviewing the 
development activities detailed in chapter seven, which themselves were guided 
by the revised research question and objectives (5.2.4). The intention was to 
develop a framework of participatory principles, combining insights from 
agonistics and crossbenching, social design, and with PAR as the 
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methodological basis. Domestic energy efficiency was stipulated as the pilot 
topic, but the framework was intended to have broader potential.

The development activities detailed in chapter seven provided the opportunity to 
assemble and assess the components of the framework, in conjunction with co-
researchers in two different communities in Hull. The interim conclusion of the 
development activities was that they had provided a useful opportunity to give 
form to the framework. It was acknowledged that some issues were not fully 
resolved and were deserving of further attention, such as means of engaging 
potential co-researchers, both householders and practitioners. It was assessed, 
however, that sufficient insight had been acquired in order to substantiate the 
principles of the framework, the details of which this chapter seeks to provide. 

The participatory framework, presented under the title Xchange, consists of five 
principles, which synthesise the key considerations that the research seeks to 
promote. The framework went through a number of versions prior to the one 
presented in this chapter. An earlier version of the framework is detailed in 
appendices 6.1 and 6.2, and discussed in section 8.11. The most recent 
changes responded to feedback from Professor Cruickshank (Lancaster 
University) and Professor Pretlove (University of Lincoln) following their 
examination of the thesis. This saw the framework altered from a didactic 
proposition to something more nuanced, intended to encourage reflection and 
exploration of alternative possibilities. 

8.3: Introducing the framework - Xchange

Xchange is a framework of principles that aims to encourage those responsible 
for commissioning participatory activities to reflect upon their motivations and 
actions. Public participation has many virtues, but it should not be seen as a 
panacea, or entered-into lightly. The initial investigative activities identified two 
different appreciations of public participation; normative and instrumental 
(chapter 2.2.5; figure 6; Coenen, 2009a: 8). The examination of the presenting 
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problem in the first half of the thesis revealed that the crux of the issues being 
observed was the pursuit of instrumental interpretations of public participation 
without a normative foundation. This was allowing depoliticised forms of 
participation to emerge, focussed upon “getting things done” (Ataov, 2007: 36). 
“[E]fficiency and effectiveness” (Coenen, 2009a: 2) were being prioritised ahead 
of the more normative values of democratisation, debate, and empowerment. 
Participation can be a useful tool. But it should be questioned how democratic it 
is if prior decisions have been made that restrict the topics open for discussion 
or predetermine proceedings towards a particular outcome.

The difference between the ideals and realities of participation are not 
underestimated. The examination of the CESP in Hull provided evidence of the 
depoliticisation of participation in practice (chapter 1). Yet the review also 
demonstrated how this was contrary to practitioners intentions, the remit of their 
work constrained by the requirements of funding streams upon which their work 
depended. Xchange does not profess to offer an antidote to such conflicts. It 
does, however, propose points of consideration that may assist in 
circumnavigating constraints so that alternative forms of participation might be 
explored.

Xchange is an attempt to encourage reflection on the benefits of instating a 
strong normative underpinning to participatory activities. It is for this reason that 
Xchange has been manifest as a framework of principles, as opposed to the 
framework of methods that was envisaged in the original research proposal. 
The initial investigative activities helped to identify that a framework of methods 
could have inadvertently supported depoliticised forms of participation. 

The framework of principles has the potential to be overlaid with a multiplicity of 
different participatory methods, as befitting of whatever topic is under 
investigation, not limited to the pilot topic of domestic energy efficiency. It also 
could be interpreted as a whole or in part, depending on the needs of the 
situation. In short, Xchange is built upon the recognition that public participation 
is a valuable and powerful tool and, thus, should be approached with careful 
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consideration. The following five principles are intended to assist those 
responsible for participatory activities to consider if and how changes to current 
practices might be beneficial.

Figure 14: The five principles of Xchange (author’s own)

8.4: Principle one - think about purpose

Reconsideration of the framing of public participation is one potential 
opportunity to be explored. Fitting more normatively-grounded forms of 
participation into existing organisational structures or funding streams may 
prove challenging, if not unsurmountable. Decoupling efforts to understand the 
built environment from efforts to manage it, and thus reducing the influence of 
expectations of change, is one change that could prove effective. In such a 

�247



position, participation could be facilitated solely on the basis of seeking a better 
understanding of a given topic, situation or locality. 

The “Goldberg rule” (Neustadt and May, 1986: 106; Forester, 1999: 19) 
provides an interesting practical example of the proposition. It proposes that the 
most effective way to understand a situation is not to ask ‘what is the problem’ 
but rather ‘what is the story’. In doing so, the focus is placed on developing an 
enhanced sense of perspective on the topic or situation under investigation, 
rather than instantaneously seeking to define a problem to be solved. 

As a framework of principles, Xchange offers great flexibility in terms of the
topics it could be used to investigate. This could be a shared experience of a 
topic, such as the pilot issue of domestic energy efficiency that was examined 
here. It could equally be a shared affiliation to a place or organisation, such as a 
neighbourhood or a workplace. The approach is likely to work most effectively in 
situations where there is a clear prior interest in or commitment to the topic in 
question, rather than it being imposed upon a community from the outside.

Efforts to examine the topic could encompass a range of participatory activities, 
concerned with uncovering, juxtaposing, and sharing the multiplicity of different 
viewpoints, and helping differences and commonalities to be appreciated (see 
chapter 6.5.5). Use of a case report format could offer a powerful tool for 
demonstrating the full spectrum of contributions and helping to assign value to 
them (appendices 3.8 and 5.17; chapters 1C.7 and 7.5.3.7; Lincoln and Guba, 
1985: 214; Cruickshank and Coupe, 2013). 

An enhanced sense of perspective on the topic under investigation may stand 
as a valuable outcome in its own right, but this is not to say that problem-
formulation should not follow. Indeed, the potential of enhanced knowledge may 
provide firmer foundations for exploring responses and progressions. The 
potential to democratise efforts to manage the built environment is an 
associated opportunity. The initial investigative activities demonstrated that, 
certainly in the case of CESP in Hull, insights were primarily being sourced to 
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inform the work of practitioners (chapter 1A.7.6). Miessen’s crossbenching 
(chapter 3.4) and forms of social design such as LOLA (chapter 4.6.3), 
demonstrate the potential benefits to be accrued by sharing the findings of 
participatory activities. Enhanced perspective may encourage individual 
responses, or synergise the efforts of co-researchers to address an issue of 
shared interest. The potential to guide the work of built environment 
practitioners would, naturally, remain consistent alongside. 

It is acknowledged that engaging in the types of activities outlined above may 
slow down proceedings, run contrary to the requirements of funding schemes, 
and introduce added complexity and unpredictability to traditionally-framed 
projects. But it is argued here that the broader range of potential benefits to be 
accrued can outweigh such challenges, subject to the practicalities being 
overcome. The potential to change the way in which participation is facilitated, 
as detailed in principle four (8.7), is another way in which such constraints could 
be circumnavigated.

8.5: Principle two - think about format

Xchange encourages the use of public participation as a means to bring 
together diverse individuals and groups to better appreciate a topic of shared 
interest. Through the proposed decoupling of the understanding and 
management of the built environment, as discussed above, understanding could 
be focussed on without being influenced by automatic assumptions of change. 

Should such an approach be taken, it is acknowledged that activities will 
potentially take on a ‘fuzzy’ character (Sanders and Stappers, 2008: 6), 
diverging from the linearity and predictability that can characterise participatory 
activities designed to inform development. This is to be encouraged, as a way 
of providing the flexibility to explore multiple facets of and perspectives on a 
given topic. Yet whilst flexibility may prove liberating in some ways, unbridled 
flexibility could prove aimless or chaotic. It may also result in public participation 
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being interpreted in ways that are contrary to the normative foundations that 
Xchange seeks to promote. 

The requisite balance between flexibility and direction may well be found in the 
action research spiral (McNiff and Whitehead, 2002: 41, amongst many others). 
The activities to develop Xchange took this approach, which helped to promote 
reflection on what was being undertaken, and to facilitate responsive and 
cumulative forms of progression. 

Figure 15: Spiral of potential trajectories of participation (author’s own)

Xchange aims to encourage interpretations of participation that accommodate 
multiple interests and voices, something which a derivative of the action 
research spiral could be well-placed to support. Rather than a single trajectory, 
it may be useful to conceptualise activities as comprised of a series of parallel, 
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intertwined spirals (Figure 15). Taking this approach would allow for varied 
trajectories of involvement to be accommodated. Some contributors may find 
benefit in being involved through the course of numerous interlinked phases of 
planning, action, observation, and reflection. Others may only want or need to 
contribute to one cycle, or part of a cycle. A model of this nature would also help 
to support the possibility of multiple and varying outcomes from participatory 
activities. 

8.6: Principle three - think about consensus

The role of consensus in participatory activities is another topic that Xchange 
seeks to encourage reflection on. Consensus can be a positive outcome, if 
arrived at naturally. Agreement upon one shared outcome may be useful in 
terms of informing a designed response, such as in choosing between options. 
It may also help to satisfy funding criteria. But it should be questioned how 
representative consensus is as an outcome. The initial investigative activities 
underpinning this study demonstrated some of the pitfalls of the pursuit of 
consensus, particularly its function as an instrument of depoliticisation under 
postpolitics (chapter 2.3.6). In this setting, consensus is viewed as means of 
control (White, 1996: 7; Tsouvalis and Waterton, 2012: 8), and something 
paradoxical to the true spirit of democracy (Žižek, 2000: 198). 

Again, Xchange does not profess to offer a direct antidote to the postpolitical 
condition, but rather a potential means to work around it. Consensus provides 
two opportunities to this effect. Firstly, those responsible for commissioning 
participatory activities are encouraged to consider the value of an alternative 
form of consensus, namely ‘conflictual consensus’, as proposed by Mouffe 
(2009: 103; 2013: 7–8). A conflictual consensus is essentially a shared 
foundation of ethical principles to which all involved are requested to commit at 
the outset. The principles are intended to ensure that all co-researchers, 
regardless of their situational differences or similarities, are working from a 
common grounding. 
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A practical means by which conflictual consensus could be incorporated is via a 
working agreement, as recommended by CSJCA and NCCPE (2012), and as 
implemented in the development activities detailed in chapter seven. The 
working agreement produced to guide the activities to develop the framework 
(chapter 6.5.6; appendices 4.7 and 5.8) included four ethical principles,

• Equality: When we work together, nobody is more important than 
anybody else present, and everybody deserves to be treated with 
respect.

• Diversity: Although we are equal, we are not all the same, and difference 
is something that should be respected - and celebrated.  We should all 
work to understand rather than to judge the things that we share and 
those that make us different.

• Reciprocity: We all have our own valuable knowledge and experience of 
the issues being investigated which other people can learn from. At the 
same time, we all have the capacity to learn from the valuable 
knowledge and experience of those around us.

• Reflection: To make the process work, we all need to think about what 
we have learned from the activities we have been involved in and from 
those around us. The intention is that this will help to influence what 
happens next, whether on an individual or a group basis.

These principles, alongside practical guidance, proved effective for the task in 
hand. They may equally prove effective in other contexts, or alternative 
principles could be deemed more relevant. 

With a working agreement established, and efforts to understand the built 
environment decoupled from its management, the second opportunity to 
reconsider the role of consensus could be unlocked. Rather than one response, 
the potential exists to facilitate multiple interpretations, conclusions, and 
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responses to whatever issue is under investigation. Consensus may emerge in 
the process, but would not be essential. Rather, there is value to be accrued in 
difference, whether in terms of inclusivity, an enhanced sense of perspective, or 
in better-attuned and more numerous responses. 

8.7: Principle four - think about facilitation

Xchange seek to encourage reflection on the way in which participatory 
activities are facilitated. The investigative activities underpinning this research 
identified that facilitation by built environment practitioners may not always be 
an effective or efficient use of resources. It was also shown that such an 
arrangement has the potential to inhibit a normative interpretation of public 
participation from being pursued. The activities to develop the framework were 
premised upon the acknowledgement of these difficulties, and the acceptance 
that it was not within the scope of the research project to challenge them. 
Xchange is based upon the same understanding. 

It is considered that expecting built environment practitioners to facilitate the 
more time-intensive, unpredictable participatory activities associated with 
Xchange within the type of constraints detailed in chapter one may induce 
conflict. The suggested decoupling of the understanding and management of 
the built environment is also a factor to consider. Expecting built environment 
practitioners to suspend their knowledge and experience in shaping the built 
environment would be potentially impractical, unreasonable, and, moreover, 
unnecessary. The possibility of reassigning responsibility for facilitation could, 
thus, provide a way to circumnavigate such constraints, and to make public 
participation more effective for all involved. Such a proposition shows a clear 
correlation with the notion of the crossbencher, proposed by Miessen (2016b).  

For built environment practitioners, such a change could offer a means to free 
them from implication as the purveyors of depoliticised forms of participation. It 
could provide the opportunity to position themselves as contributors to 
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participatory activities, allowing their knowledge and experience to be placed 
alongside that of other co-researchers. It could also free-up time to employ their 
expertise in responding to the insights uncovered. 

A response to the question of who might be better-placed to facilitate the forms 
of participation proposed through Xchange can be found in the research 
activities themselves. The suggestion is that an empathetic outsider would be 
well-suited to the role, balancing distance sufficient to gain perspective with a 
concern for understanding and giving voice to all viewpoints. Empathetic 
outsiders could be identified from many different backgrounds or professions. 
However, the experience of undertaking the research detailed in this thesis 
suggests that an academic could be particularly suited to the role. 

Facilitation of participatory activities of the type proposed through Xchange 
could provide a new, purposeful outlet for academics. It would offer a productive 
alternative to exploring hypothetical situations, or examining concepts that are 
worthy but have no clear practical outlet. A position in academia would provide 
the requisite distance from the realm of the practitioner and its associated 
constraints. At the same time it would provide the freedom to embrace the 
flexible, responsive nature of Xchange, and to uphold the issues that are 
brought to light without the undue influence of preconceptions or prior agendas. 
Other qualities that could make an academic a suitable facilitator include,

• experience of research methods and data analysis techniques, such as 
coding interview data

• access to a range of materials to support and develop participatory 
activities

• experience of and commitment to ethical research practices

• greater likelihood of knowledge of the theoretical groundings upon 
which Xchange is based, and the issues to which it responds
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Again, such qualities are not the exclusive preserve of academics, and could be 
found in other domains. The framework offers the flexibility for those 
commissioning participatory activities to arrange facilitation in a way that best 
suits the needs of the situation in hand and the resources available. 
An important reason for encouraging the reconsideration of facilitation is that 
the forms of participation associated with Xchange would entail different 
responsibilities. This could include, 

• ensuring that the overall aims and values of Xchange are upheld, but at 
the same time working to allow co-researchers to share in directing the 
progression of activities or the larger process which they form a part

• being actively interested in listening to and appreciating the experiences 
and views of other people

• being willing and able to suspended judgement on the material that is 
being elicited and collated

• being willing and able to give the role their full attention, and to not to be 
swayed by competing commitments or constraints upon their actions

• demonstrating a willingness to embrace the unexpected, and the 
flexibility to be able to respond to it

• demonstrating flexibility in working practices, so as to make the 
involvement of co-researchers as convenient, comfortable and 
productive as possible

• not being inhibited by traditional definitions of ‘success’, and able to see 
that all outcomes can be justifiable as productive results
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• having the confidence and conviction to uphold the views expressed by 
co-researchers, particularly when these do not accord with broader 
narratives about the neighbourhood or topic in question

• demonstrating competence in assessing the different needs of groups of 
co-researchers or topics so as to attune the approach and activities 
accordingly

• possessing good interpersonal skills, including awareness of the factors 
that can affect communication, and the ability to gain the respect and 
trust of a varied range of potential co-researchers

The above list of considerations is not exhaustive, and would benefit from 
further attention as part of activities to refine the framework. It may also benefit 
from being expanded and augmented as part of a guidance document for 
Xchange facilitators. It should, however, provide a useful sense of the forms of 
participation that Xchange seeks to encourage. 

8.8: Principle five - think about relationships

Xchange encourages consideration of how participation can help to enhance 
relationships between people, advocating a move from ‘pro’ (professional-led) to 
‘co’ (collaboration). It may be useful to view all of those involved in an activity as 
co-researchers (Boylorn, 2008: 599–600; Schön, 1991: 86), as was the case in 
this research. Such a move would demonstrate a clear change from forms of 
participation where one party takes the lead in instigating and directing 
activities, and where all other people act as subjects. The concept of co-
researchers seeks a more egalitarian arrangement, positioning all involved as 
partners in the shaping of proceedings. 

Through the combined effect of the five principles, Xchange offers a means to 
make more productive use of existing resources and capabilities, and to 
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encourage people to work together, rather than at cross purposes. Part of this 
potential lies in what may happen beyond the point of facilitation. Participation 
may usefully be viewed as an opportunity to plant “discursive seeds” (Miessen, 
2016b: 83), providing a catalyst for subsequent actions in due course. Built 
environment practitioners will likely remain amongst the key actors. However 
other co-researchers may also be able to apply the newly assembled 
knowledge in different ways, whether on an individual or collective basis. 

Xchange proposes an interpretation of public participation that aims to provide a 
structured, purposeful means for people to engage with one another on a topic 
of shared experience. The framework also provides a corresponding opportunity 
for those involved to examine stereotypes and assumed practices, as was 
facilitated in the Boulevard and Avenues areas in respect to domestic energy 
efficiency. 

The challenging of stereotypes and presumptions could be achieved in part 
through positioning all involved as co-researchers, and allowing all points of 
view to be aired, shared and interpreted. It could also be assisted through the 
scope for face-to-face interactions between different co-researchers as part of 
the proceedings. A lack of direct contact between people may give rise to 
misconceptions and stereotypes. Built environment practitioners, for example, 
may be viewed as distant and aloof by householders, whilst built environment 
practitioner may view householders as generally unrealistic in their 
expectations. The act of bringing co-researchers together on an equal standing, 
supported by a conflictual consensus, could provide all involved with the 
opportunity to test whether their perceptions of one another are valid. 

Xchange is not explicitly framed as a form of conflict management or mediation, 
although its characteristics could potentially lend themselves to being applied in 
this way. The opportunity that the framework provides to challenge assumptions 
and stereotypes, and to reveal a range of alternative perspectives, could be 
usefully applied in order to address issues of contention. The same is true of the 
capacity that Xchange offers to reframe relationships and to give voice to issues 
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of commonality or reason that may have become obscured by the heat of 
contention. The appreciation of difference, repurposing of consensus, and 
framing as an impartial diagnostic tool, could provide reassurance to those 
considering getting involved. 

One consideration is that issues around which there is contention, and passion, 
could well yield higher numbers of prospective co-researchers, and thus need 
less incentivisation. Facilitation may, however, need to be strengthened in order 
to ensure that all exchanges remained respectful and productive, and to ensure 
that all voices were given equal opportunity to be heard. Again, these are 
possibilities that would benefit from further investigation. 

8.9: Compatible participatory methods

As a framework of principles, Xchange is intended to provide a foundation onto 
which issue-appropriate participatory methods could be overlaid. This imbues 
the framework with significant flexibility, allowing activities to be tailored to the 
specifics of the topic, and the needs, interests and expertise of the co-
researchers involved. Yet this does not mean that all participatory methods 
would be compatible with Xchange. The key criterion for assessing methods is 
whether they accord with the five principles already outlined. Other 
considerations that might prove useful when assessing the compatibility of 
participatory methods include,

• freedom of response, avoiding constraints on the type of response 
possible, or questions that lead co-researchers towards particular 
responses

• ability for co-researchers to challenge any materials presented to them 
(as in the case of activities that seek to provoke a response)
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• no coercion or expressions of bias towards one point of view or 
another

• commitment to respect and reflect the full range of views that are 
voiced

• can be documented in a way that allows individual contributions to be 
compiled and shared with all co-researchers

• encourages productive interaction between co-researchers, whether as 
a means to compare knowledge and experience, or to demonstrate the 
benefits of working together

The considerations listed above are not exhaustive, and could potentially be 
refined and added to as part of efforts to further develop, present, or employ 
Xchange. Listing examples of compatible participatory methods could be a 
potential advancement, as may providing case studies of methods. The shortlist 
of thirty one methods produced as part of the activities to develop the 
framework, (appendix 4.2) may prove useful in this respect. Caution would need 
to be exercised, however, in order to ensure that participatory principles 
remained the focus of the framework. 

8.10: Contextualising Xchange

8.10.1: Overview

Through the preceding chapters it has been demonstrated that Xchange was 
developed by way of a flexible and exploratory research design, rather than 
being subject to a rigid specification or brief at the outset. The emergent nature 
of the framework meant that a number of parallels with other alternative models 
of participation came increasingly into focus upon assembly of the principles. 

�259



This section of the chapter addresses the parallels as a means to contextualise 
Xchange and to clarify its unique attributes.

8.10.2: Community research, situated knowledge, and 
universities as agents of change

Bell et al’s work on community research and universities as agents of 
empowerment (2012) is an important source of contextualisation, providing 
insight on on two key fronts. Firstly, Bell et al address a range of material that 
helps to contextualise Xchange. Through reference to Freire (1972: 66–68), 
they clarify that emancipation in community research is a process that requires 
the involvement of a facilitator to accompany co-researchers (Bell et al, 2012: 
90). They perceive community research as a process of “searching together for 
new paradigms and discourses, comparing realities, and creating a synthesis of 
diverse experiences to produce an account of the phenomena under 
investigation” (ibid.). The parallels between their evocative description and the 
principles of Xchange are clear. 

Another enlightening element of Bell et al’s work is the attention they draw to 
the concept of situated knowledge. They direct attention to Haraway (1991: 
183–201) as one of the key voices on the subject, but provide a usefully 
abridged definition. They suggest that the pursuit of situated knowledge opens 
the possibility to “co-discover aspects of knowledge that otherwise might have 
escaped consideration [if] a rigid subject-object dichotomy [was] imposed on the 
methodology” (Oakley, 1993: 224, in Bell et al, 2012: 91). Situated knowledge is 
an “achieved perspective” resulting from a process (Bell et al, 2012: 91), is 
something which concerns communities rather than isolated individuals, and 
concerns the view from somewhere, rather than the view from above (Haraway, 
1988: 590; 1991: 196). In essence, situated knowledge is what Xchange is 
concerned with uncovering, assembling and validating; it is the type of covert or 
tacit knowledge that co-researchers hold, but are perhaps unaware of 
(Lundgren, 1995: 363). 
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The second important contribution of Bell et al’s work concerns the potential 
positioning of the facilitator of Xchange within an academic environment, but 
with strong connections to communities, built environment practice and other 
groups and domains. Bell et al (2012) uphold the same arrangement as a 
source of promise, and raise a number of suggestions as to how it could be 
supported. For example, they propose that practitioners could be encouraged to 
return to academia, whether full or part time, in order to work on research 
projects, to the benefit of both academia and practice (ibid. 93). They also 
suggest, in the context of social work, that promoting doctorates for practitioners 
could help to boost skills and broaden the type of work they are commissioned 
to undertake (ibid. 96).  

Bell et al provide useful guidance as to some of the considerations that may 
need to be had if academics are to play a more active role beyond the confines 
of the academy. For example, they identify the need for vigilance in order to 
avoid facilitators or academics from “feeding off” communities, and seeing them 
as a source of data to be mined (ibid. 95). The process of developing situated 
knowledge should be balanced and realise shared benefits and understandings 
(ibid. 98). Bell et al usefully address the issue of the potential redundancy of the 
traditional researcher, in light of efforts to empower co-researchers. They 
suggest that the traditional role of the researcher is still very much called for, 
including their skills at publishing research findings, and in the initial training of 
co-researchers (ibid. 99), and in writing appropriately targeted research 
proposals (ibid. 96). 

Another potential point of contention they raise is the issue of funding 
community research through traditional academic research funding channels 
(ibid. 97–98). The focus on process ahead of traditional outputs, which is a 
feature of Xchange, may prove difficult to align with funding councils’ 
expectations of measurable impact. Bell et al also identify the potential for 
misalignment between the lengthy lead-in time associated with applying for 
funding and the need to respond in-time with the needs and demands of a 
community, which may not be able to wait. 
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Bell et al do not provide solutions to the issues that they address. Awareness of 
the issues does, however, help to clarify where attention would need to be 
focussed in order to refine and upscale Xchange towards practical application. 
More importantly, they identify a number of precedents where facilitation hubs 
have been developed (ibid. 95). This includes the Social Science Quality 
Transfer Network (SWQT) at Darmstadt University of Applied Sciences in 
Germany, the Community Based Learning Environment at Diaconia University 
of Applied Sciences in Finland, and a similar partnership forged between a 
neighbourhood development and Freiburg Potestant University of Applied 
Sciences in Germany. The process of developing Xchange brought to light the 
Participatory Research Hub at Durham University, which functions on a similar 
premise, acting as a broker between researchers and communities. Overall, the 
parallels with what Bell et al define as ‘community research’ help to clarify the 
nature and position of Xchange, and offer promise as to how it might be further 
developed. 

8.10.3: Community profiling

Community profiling is an approach to the use of public participation on matters 
of the built environment that demonstrates clear parallels with Xchange (Burton, 
1993; Hawtin et al, 1994; Ledwith, 2011: 34; Francescato et al, 2004). 
Provisional examination of the field reveals a number of useful insights, and 
also confirms community profiling literature and practice as a source of potential 
guidance to the process of refining Xchange. 

A constellation of activity under the heading of community profiling can be 
evidenced in the UK during the early to mid 1990s, aligning with the era of 
‘theory in’ public participation discussed in chapter two of this thesis. Burton 
(1993) describes a community profile as “a social, environmental and economic 
description, of a given area, which is used to inform local decision making” (ibid. 
2). Congruence with Xchange can also be identified in Burton’s description of 
community profiling as an approach that recognises the need to involve “local 
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people” rather “than to treat them as passive individuals who can do little more 
than tick boxes on a questionnaire” (ibid. 1). Usefully, Burton identifies the way 
in which the development of a community profile is intended to assist those 
involved to “learn about themselves” to “express their identity” and to “acquire 
the skills and power to clarify, create and take up opportunities for self-
determination” (ibid. 2). The way that community profiling assigns value to local 
knowledge, and its concern with representativeness rather than reaching a 
consensus, demonstrates further similarities to Xchange. 

The works of Burton (1993) and Hawtin et al (1994) represent one interpretation 
of community profiling, but other variants do exist. Francescato et al (2004) 
describe an interpretation that employs action research as part of the process of 
assembling a profile, which consequently demonstrates an additional parallel 
with Xchange. A key difference lies in that their work is presented as a 
demonstration of the potential of the approach, rather than as a framework to be 
employed by others. Xchange thus provides a useful elaboration on the 
compatibility of action research and community profiling. 

Critical examination and reflection on the literature reveals some other 
important differences between community profiling and Xchange. The type of 
community profiling proposed by Burton (1993) and Hawtin et al (1994) 
represents something closer to a framework of participatory methods, of the 
nature envisaged in the original research proposal. The material that addresses 
community profiling is also unashamedly practical and instructive in nature, 
reflecting the characteristics of forms of ‘theory in’ public participation, critiqued 
in chapter two. The preface of Hawtin et al’s (1994) work on the subject 
provides a clear example of this stance. The same is true of the five guiding 
principles of community profiling detailed by Burton (1993: 4); namely, 
enthusiasm, stamina, creativity, flexibility, and connections.  

It would be wrong to say that community profiling is purely instrumental in 
nature, and is devoid of the normative, ethical foundations that characterise 
Xchange. Nonetheless, the way in which the material about community profiling 
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is structured does not make its origins explicit, with attention instead directed to 
broader social science literature (Hawtin et al, 1994: x). Xchange presents a 
much clearer statement of the anticipated conflictual consensus from which 
collective activities can then be approached. This stance arguably imbues 
Xchange with greater flexibility to be adapted to the needs of varied situations 
than the more prescriptive material associated with community profiling. 
Xchange also offers greater chance of the normative value of public 
participation being upheld and maintained in the process. The potential value of 
the material concerning community profiling as an accompaniment to Xchange 
should not be disputed, such as on the matter of how a community can initially 
be identified (ibid. 16–31).  

The specific attention paid to facilitation is a clear differential between Xchange 
and community profiling. The proposal that facilitation would benefit from being 
entrusted to a body other than built environment practitioners was not 
encountered in the material about community profiling. However the suggestion 
that the production of community profiles could be facilitated by a range of 
groups other than built environment practitioners can be observed, including 
academics (ibid. 186–189). Evaluation of such examples, including scoping for 
more recent work of a similar character, would provide useful as part of work to 
refine Xchange. 

Another important difference is that the ideas promulgated by Mouffe and 
Miessen cannot be evidenced in the material about community profiling. This is 
explained by Mouffe and Miessen’s ideas having come to maturity in print 
relatively recently. The influence of agonistics and crossbenching arguably help 
to elevate Xchange, and to make a clearer statement about its relevance to 
modern built environment practice. They help to demonstrate the factors that 
Xchange responds to, but also help to frame the terms on which change could 
be enacted. 

An observation that can be drawn from a distant perspective on the literature 
concerns the variance in popularity of community profiling over time. Hawtin et 
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al (1994: 167–190) identify seventy one examples of community profiling in 
action in the UK, suggesting that it was en-vogue both in print and practice at 
the time. More recent interpretations of community profiling can also be 
identified (Francescato, 2004; Carter, 2013), but it would be useful to identify if 
other contemporary applications of the method exist, particularly in a UK 
context. It would equally be beneficial to examine the reception, impact and 
longevity of some of the older expressions of community profiling. Such insight 
would provide a valuable accompaniment to the refinement of Xchange. 

8.10.4: Community self-surveys

The community self-survey method is another approach that demonstrates 
parallels with Xchange (Robertson, 1976; Weiner, 1972; Weiner, 1974; 
Wormser, 1949). Community self-surveys are acknowledged by Hawtin et al 
(1994: 37–38) as having influenced the type of community profiling that became 
popular in the the UK in the 1990s. 

Robertson (1976: 7–8) provides a detailed examination of the history and 
context of the community self-survey method, as a prelude to a synthesis of 
guidance materials about the community self-survey method.  Whilst 
Robertson’s work is engaging, Weiner’s (1972) summary is arguably clearer. 
Weiner critiques ‘normal’ surveys as prone to be time-consuming, expensive 
and expert-led (Weiner, 1972: preface; 1974: 197). Instead, a community self-
survey is directed and undertaken by a community itself, and can be applied to 
multifarious situations. It consists of either a questionnaire or interview 
schedule, conducted by members of a community. The data from the exercises 
is also processed by the community members, who are trained by a facilitator, 
with the findings then compiled into a report for community consumption.

The examination of the community self-survey method presented here is 
admittedly superficial, but it is sufficient to clarify a number of parallels with 
Xchange, and also some evident differences. There is consistency in respect to 
format, with both Xchange and the community self-survey concerned with 
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developing a portrait of a topic through consulting the experience of the 
community in question. There is also a shared recognition of the potential for 
responsive action on the basis of the insights uncovered, and the collective 
capacity assembled amongst the co-researchers, through which action could be 
pursued (Robertston, 1976: 15; Wormser, 1949: 639). The community self 
survey method is more prescriptive than Xchange in respect to methods, but 
demonstrates less specificity in respect to ethical considerations. In this way, 
the proposition of Xchange as a framework of principles, compared to 
community self survey as a method, can be clearly observed. 

A detail difference between Xchange and community self-survey concerns the 
way that contributions are processed. In examining Weiner’s (1972) guidance, it 
is apparent that less attention was paid to how individual contributions were 
processed, and the potential for contributions to be skewed during processing 
was not recognised. This observation helps to demonstrate that Xchange is 
founded upon different considerations to the community self-survey method. 
Xchange is very much a response to the effects of postpolitics and 
depoliticisation that were identified through the initial investigative activities. 
This arguably makes Xchange more attuned to contemporary needs. That said, 
a more detailed examination of the various ways in which the community-self 
survey method has been applied would help to validate these superficial 
observations and judgements.

8.10.5: Katoppo and Sudradjat’s alternative research method in 
architecture

Katoppo and Sudjradjat (2015) propose the integration of PAR and design 
thinking into a model for undertaking architectural research. The aim of their 
model is to encourage the development of new value in architecture in respect 
to design innovation (quantitative) and the shared production of knowledge 
(qualitative) (ibid. 123). In doing so it is also intended to embrace the inherently 
political nature of the discipline through seeking to “emancipate and empower 
everyone within it” (ibid. 124). 
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In evaluating Katoppo and Sudradjat’s proposition alongside Xchange, it can be 
seen that there are clear similarities in the subject area, such as the inclusion of 
PAR and design thinking. The broad aim of the repoliticisation of built 
environment practice is also consistent. There are, however, key differences to 
take note of. Their discussion makes explicit reference to PAR, but it is not 
clearly evident in the model they put forward. In particular, the characteristic 
cyclical nature of the perspective when applied is not discernible in their model. 
Katoppo and Sudradjat acknowledge their proposition as provisional, but no 
further advancements can be identified in print beyond their initial paper (2015).

Katoppo and Sudradjat’s proposition can be assessed as being concerned with 
reframing architectural design process at a broad scale. Xchange does not seek 
to alter built environment design processes to the same extent but, rather, 
suggests alternative ways of approaching tasks and situations within current 
constraints. It can ultimately be concluded that Xchange incorporates similar 
components to Katoppo and Sudradjat’s model, but employs them in a different 
way, for a different purpose. 

8.10.6: Fletcher and Marchildon’s interpretation of the Delphi 
method

Another pre-existing participatory model that demonstrates a correlation with 
Xchange is the Delphi method. Fletcher and Marchildon’s (2014) interpretation 
of the model is of most interest, given their augmentation of the standard Delphi 
method with PAR in order to undertake qualitative research. As Fletcher and 
Marchildon acknowledge (2014: 2), the Delphi method is more commonly 
associated with quantitative research, and the pursuit of consensus. The 
method was originally developed by the RAND Corporation as part of a Cold 
War intelligence project (Dalkey and Helmer, 1963). It offers a way of 
developing a consensus from the views of experts on a given topic, through 
cycles of individual questioning and provision of feedback from the responses of 
the whole group. 
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Fletcher and Marchildon’s work is unusual because of how it employs PAR as a 
compliment to the cyclical, iterative nature of the Delphi model. A clear parallel 
with Xchange concerns how their approach seeks to elicit, collate, processes, 
and re-present the contributions made by participants, with the aim of helping 
them to “revise, elaborate, or validate their previous responses” (2014, 6). It is 
interesting to note how Fletcher and Marchildon commend this strategy as a 
tool for encouraging careful data processing, responsible interpretation, and 
transparency (ibid. 8, 14), which is equally true of Xchange. Their decision to 
not seek consensus as a default demonstrates a further parallel, with 
participants instead encouraged to examine any “inter-group differences” (ibid.
10). 

Fletcher and Marchildon’s approach does not involve any face-to-face contact 
between participants (ibid. 6); the data collection activities rely solely on 
interviews, aggregated research reports, and questionnaires. As they point out, 
this is an assistant to maintaining participant confidentiality. Resource and time 
constraints may be a factor to consider, but this approach could prove a useful 
compliment to Xchange. It could provide a means to address the issues faced in 
the Boulevard area, where interviewing people in their own homes proved 
easier than encouraging them to attend a public event. This would essentially 
amount to incorporating the approach to interviewing householders detailed in 
chapter one as an integral part of the framework. On this front alone, Fletcher 
and Marchildon’s interpretation of the Delphi model could prove a useful 
accompaniment to the refinement of Xchange.

8.10.7: Potential sources of contextualisation

Other possible sources of inspiration or guidance are likely to prove useful to 
the onward development of Xchange. The work of Malmö Living Labs is likely to 
provide an interesting parallel (Björgvinsson, Ehn and Hillgren, 2012; Ehn et al, 
2014; Emilson and Hilgren, 2014; Krona and Adler, 2014). Malmö Living Labs 
are focussed upon combining participatory design with Mouffe’s concept of 
agonistics in order to shape “public agonistic spaces” (Björgvinsson, Ehn and 
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Hillgren, 2012: 128). An association with social design also demonstrates 
parallels with the context within which Xchange was developed. An initial 
scoping suggests that the work of the Malmö Living Labs has been more 
focussed towards action, whereas Xchange places an emphasis on the initial 
understanding to underpin the potential for action. It is consequently anticipated 
that a more detailed examination would be a valuable exercise. 

The Transition Towns initiative sought to address climate change and fossil fuel 
dependency through encouraging incremental, low-tech, community-based 
action in the UK (Aiken, 2012; Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2013; Trainer, 2015). The 
initiative places an emphasis on action, something which might occur through 
Xchange, but is not assumed. However clear parallels can be drawn in respect 
to the pilot topic of domestic energy efficiency, the focus upon alternatives to 
technological intervention, and a community-led approach. The existence of 
real-world cases to examine, such as in Totnes, UK (Siegle, 2011), would likely 
enhance the potential to draw meaningful comparisons. 

The focus upon assigning value to local knowledge means that there is also 
likely value in contrasting Xchange with ‘rapid’ research methods such as 
participatory rural appraisal (PRA) and rapid reconnaissance (Beebe, 2001; 
Chambers, 1983, 1997; Mukherjee, 2002: 46). Such approaches to working with 
communities share similar foundations to Xchange, both in respect to a 
normative appreciation of participation, and strong links to participatory action 
research (PAR). 

Eversole’s (2015: 127–143) Innovative Practitioner framework may prove an 
effective comparison because it represents a different response to some of the 
issues raised through the initial investigative activities. As with the work of 
Malmö Living Labs, Eversole’s framework is explicitly concerned with 
development, which differs to Xchange. However it is premised upon the 
recognition of development as a social process. It proposes the positioning of 
so-called “coalface practitioners” as the brokers of knowledge partnerships, 
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charged with mobilising untapped resources, and the arrangement of situations 
that allow different kinds of knowledge to be brought together and acted upon. 

Further contextualisation would undoubtedly assist activities to refine Xchange, 
in light of how this has helped to clarify and support the provisional proposition 
presented here. It may include learning from the challenges or successes that 
have been faced by other approaches, affirmation of the potential advantages 
or benefits offered by Xchange, or identification of other potential synergies that 
could be realised. This will likely form part of subsequent research to progress 
the framework. 

8.11: Initial presentation and reaction to the framework

8.11.1: Overview

It has been clarified in the preceding discussion that Xchange is presented as 
an emerging proposition which would benefit from further refinement with a view 
towards implementation. Some of the potential refinements have already been 
raised as part of the reflection on the development activities at the end of 
chapter seven. Further opportunities, stemming from the comparison with other 
models of participation, were discussed in the previous section. A range of 
additional insights were acquired through a scoping of opinion on an early 
version of the framework, as this section serves to detail. Seeking feedback 
from commissioners and potential users was important, given the co-produced 
nature of Xchange, and because of its clear practical intention. 

To support the initial feedback process a draft briefing document about the 
framework was produced (appendix 6.1). The document sought to communicate 
the advantages that Xchange offers over current approaches to public 
participation, but without appearing to demonise built environment practitioners. 
The document was supported by a visual presentation, which summarised the 
research and development process (appendix 6.2). It should be noted that 
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Xchange was at an early stage of development at the time. The framework thus 
included only four of the eventual five principles, and was presented in a more 
didactic style. 

8.11.2: Initial feedback from commissioners of Xchange

Research project instigator Steve George (SG), of NPS Humber, was the first 
person to provide feedback on the completed framework. SG had been 
continually involved with the development of the framework through monthly 
meetings, as documented elsewhere in this thesis. However on seeing Xchange 
assembled and presented for the first time, he considered that the proposed 
change in the way that participatory practices are facilitated, from practitioner to 
empathetic outsider, was particularly striking. SG considered, from his 
experience of participatory theory and practice, that this represented a unique 
attribute of the framework. 

The opportunity was also taken to present the framework to the Managing 
Director of NPS Humber (MD). This interaction proved useful as, whilst MD had 
been involved in the establishment of the project, he had limited involvement 
during the course of the research activities, and so viewed the framework 
largely unprimed. MD clarified that he was keen to assist in progressing and 
promoting Xchange towards application in practice. He considered, however, 
that the tone of the document was overly academic, which obstructed the 
understanding of the key concepts. MD accordingly requested that the format of 
the document be revised.

8.11.3: Initial feedback from potential consumers of Xchange

As noted in section 7.6.8, positive feedback had been received from an officer 
of Hull City Council about the ‘case report’ format devised to communicate the 
findings of activities back to co-researchers (Interview C1). More detailed 
feedback was acquired through arranging to present the provisional framework 
to a senior officer at Hull City Council (Interview C2). The audio recording of this 
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interview is not included as an appendix in order to protect confidences, but is 
being securely stored. 

C2 agreed, in principle, to supporting the further development of Xchange 
towards practical application, in an advisory capacity, and identified some initial 
points that could assist this process. C2 queried the target audience for the 
report, and suggested that it could be of relevance to interested practitioners 
and also members of the public. C2 also identified a possible application of the 
framework as an assistant to the development of neighbourhood development 
plans, a key part of the National Planning Policy Framework (Department for 
Communities and Local Government, 2014). C2 agreed with MD, however, that 
the tone of the report would benefit from a less academic stance. 

The question of how to engage people in contributing to participatory activities, 
as addressed in the evaluation of the development activities in chapter seven, 
was raised. C2 recalled personal experience of undertaking community 
outreach work, facilitating participatory activities in environments where people 
did not have to purposefully attend a meeting, such as playgroups and pubs. 
The discussion addressed how Xchange might work in situations such as these, 
and how this might relate to the the type of interviewing of householders 
undertaken during the initial investigative activities. This suggestion aligned with 
the potential of augmenting Xchange with insights from Fletcher and 
Marchildon’s (2014) interpretation of the Delphi method, as discussed in section 
8.10.6. It also affirmed the potential benefit of exploring other alternative 
strategies to engaging potential co-researchers before considering 
incentivisation. 

8.11.4: Summary

The feedback from the three built environment practitioners provided clear 
pointers as to potential refinements to Xchange, in terms of its presentation, its 
application, and some of its finer details. Some of the considerations influenced 
the framework as presented in this thesis, whilst others are to be acted-upon in 
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due course, particularly in respect to presentation. The discussions also 
confirmed the support of both NPS Humber and Hull City Council, in principle, 
to the further development of the framework beyond the current research 
project. Their support was vindication of the intention to develop a research 
output that would expand beyond the traditional frame of a doctoral research 
project, offering real-world benefits to communities and built environment 
practitioners. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion

�274



9.1: Review of the thesis and revised research question

This thesis documents a vivid example of co-produced research, which brought 
together academics and practitioners in order to address a real-world issue, 
namely the perceived lack of householder involvement in strategies to improve 
domestic energy efficiency. The original research proposal projected that the 
issue could be responded to through developing a new participatory framework. 
The aim was to combine traditional participatory methods associated with the 
built environment with more recent methods from the field of design for social 
innovation. The research question initially posed was thus,

How can we blend concepts and methodologies in design for social 
innovation with traditional participatory design practices in architecture and 
planning to create a social learning framework to facilitate stakeholders in 
creating more sustainable lifestyles, especially with regard to reducing 
domestic energy consumption?

The thesis can be seen as comprising of two parts. The first part (chapters one 
to five) documents the engagement with the presenting problem by way of a 
multi-facetted, naturalistic inquiry. This included drawing upon the experience of 
practitioners and householders, examining policy documentation (chapter one), 
and contextualising observations through the review of supporting literature 
(chapters two, three, and four). The examination of the presenting problem 
resulted in the framing of a revised research question,

What is the potential for developing a framework of participatory principles 
to enhance the understanding and management of the built environment, 
especially with regard to domestic energy efficiency?

The second part of the thesis (chapters six to eight) documents the activities to 
respond to the presenting problem. Through a series of developmental activities 
with householders from two communities in Hull (chapter seven), the framework 
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of participatory principles was assembled, with Xchange duly presented in 
chapter eight. 

A defining characteristic of Xchange is that it is a framework of participatory 
principles, rather than the framework of participatory methods envisaged in the 
original research proposal. The initial investigative activities clarified that a 
response to the presenting problem required a normative interpretation of public 
participation to be established as a foundation. This is not to say that 
instrumental or functional interpretations of participation do not have a place, 
but rather that they should be founded upon normative underpinnings; this is 
what Xchange seeks to encourage. 

In reviewing the revised research question, Xchange demonstrates that there is 
potential to develop a framework of participatory principles that can enhance the 
understanding and management of the built environment. The combination of 
agonistics, crossbenching and PAR, alongside insights from social design, has 
been shown to provide an effective means to enhance understanding of a given 
issue. The activities undertaken in the Boulevard and Avenues neighbourhoods 
demonstrate how Xchange can encourage co-researchers to reflect upon their 
own knowledge and habitual practices, whether on an individual basis, or in 
comparison to or in conjunction with other people. Xchange accordingly has the 
potential to validate multiple forms of knowledge, to democratise the 
participatory process, and to empower those involved. 

Enhanced understanding may stand as a valid outcome in its own right. Yet it 
could also provide the foundation for enhancing the management of the built 
environment. Xchange provides the potential to uncover insights that could be 
usefully employed by built environment practitioners to enhance their activities 
to serve the public. More importantly, the insights may inspire forms of 
responsive action on the part of non-practitioners, assisting them to realise their 
innate capacity to effect change, providing further opportunities for 
emancipation and more efficient use of resources. 
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9.2: Original contributions to knowledge

Xchange, the participatory framework developed through the research project, 
represents the primary original contribution to knowledge, as a synthesis of 
elements not previously assembled together. A number of parallels can be 
drawn between Xchange and other alternative propositions for how public 
participation could be undertaken, as detailed in section 8.10. However none of 
those examined are framed in exactly the same way, or established upon the 
same foundation. The combination of PAR, agonistics and crossbenching as the 
basis for addressing built environment issues, facilitated by an empathetic 
outsider, potentially an academic, represents a new proposition in the field. 

The treatment of some of the components of the framework equally represent 
original contributions to knowledge. Xchange, and its assembly, represents a 
new response to Miessen’s call for other researchers to respond to his work 
(2016b: 90–91). This includes the discussion of Miessen’s contribution to the 
field, and the application of his concept of crossbenching as a core element of 
Xchange. The proposal to decouple efforts to understand and manage the built 
environment, and to initially focus on the former is not new, as this is, for 
example, a key premise of community profiling (8.10.3). The suggestion that 
built environment practitioners may not be the most effectively placed to 
facilitate the normatively-motivated forms of public participation proposed by 
Xchange does, however, challenge established theory and practice.

In a broader sense, the research represents an original contribution to the 
discussion on the future direction of built environment practice, particularly in 
respect to the role non-practitioners can play in the understanding and 
management of their communities. Through its development as an AHRC CDA-
funded project, conducted in the real world, the research balances theoretical 
and practical considerations. This equips the outcomes of the project with a 
ready sense of traction, upon which future research can and should build. 
Xchange is also a timely proposition, as it is increasingly apparent that it speaks 
to a changing world, and a field of practice that needs to change in response. 
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As this thesis was being written in June 2017, the situation surrounding the 
devastating fire at Grenfell Tower high rise flats, London, was unfolding. 
Amongst the many questions raised in the aftermath of the disaster were 
concerns about how the built environment is managed. Most pressing were 
concerns about the causes of the disaster (Dunleavy, 2017; Finch, 2017; Scott, 
2017; Waite et al, 2017), and the protection and reassurance of those who live 
in or frequent high rise buildings (Braidwood, 2017; Lane, 2017; Minton, 2017). 
Wider issues were also brought into sharp focus. These include questions about 
the validity of, and motivations behind decisions made on behalf of the public 
(Hatherley, 2017; McKee, 2017), the difference between intended and actual 
uses of buildings (Dingwall, 2017), concerns about the voices of the public 
being ignored by those in charge (Kamran, 2017; Waite, 2017), and resultant 
issues of mistrust and social division (Cohen, 2017). 

The above issues point toward a need for fundamental change. This includes 
the reconsideration of how, why and for whom the built environment is 
managed, the rebuilding of public trust in those who act on their behalf, and a 
commitment to listen to, and take seriously, the many forms of knowledge and 
experience around an issue. Xchange is in no way presented as a panacea, or 
a direct response to the Grenfell Tower disaster. However it does offer a 
proposition for how a more inclusive, considered approach to understanding 
and managing the built environment could be structured. 

Alongside the core contributions made by Xchange, a number of elements of 
the process through which the framework was developed may also represent 
original contributions to knowledge, as follows.

• Numerous authors have examined UK energy policy and supplier 
obligations (Allan et al, 2013; Dowson et al, 2012; Elsharkawy and 
Rutherford, 2015; Hamilton et al, 2016), but none has focussed solely 
upon the CESP in the way that this research did (1B). Equally, 
searches have not identified other studies that have examined the case 
of the Home Energy Advice (HEA) packages that formed a part of the 
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CESP. The review undertaken provides a new perspective upon the 
bias towards technological measures in the CESP, the contradictions 
between projected and actual carbon savings potential in the 
programme, and the apparent lack of interest in the impact of 
householder behaviour. 

• The use of Coenen’s (2009a) normative / instrumental dichotomy of 
motivations for participation in order to contextualise the current nature 
of participatory practices in the UK (chapter two) is a novel application. 

• The critique of forms of ‘theory in’ public participation (2.3.7), 
represents another potential contribution to knowledge. The suggestion 
that ‘how to’ guides have the potential to encourage the pursuit of 
instrumental forms of public participation in the absence of a 
commitment to the normative function of public participation is not 
something that the researcher has previously encountered. 

• The examination of the concept of the empathetic outsider (6.4) 
provides a new synthesis and interpretation of existing materials, in 
light of an apparent lack of such a synthesis already existing. 

9.3: Reflections

Reflection was integral to the research process as a hallmark of the naturalistic 
approach adopted, and can be discerned across all of the chapters of this 
thesis. The conclusion provides a useful space in which to reflect upon issues 
that have characterised the research process as a whole. This includes 
limitations and missed opportunities, but also more positive and productive 
outcomes. All of the elements of the research project are viewed as valuable 
learning opportunities, for the researcher at least, if not for wider consumption 
by the project supervisors, the range of co-researchers involved, and for others 
planning to engage in or commission research of a similar nature. 
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The constitution of the project as a form of co-produced research brought a 
number of advantages. It formalised the partnership between NPS Humber and 
the University of Lincoln, and provided a clear sense of purpose, including an 
audience and defined outlet for the outcomes of the project. The support of the 
AHRC also validated the focus of the research, and provided a sense of 
momentum to the process of developing the framework. 

The nature of the constitution of the project did, however, imply a sense of fixity 
that had the potential to constrain the focus of the study. This was at odds with 
the researcher’s own motivations for engaging in research, as a tool for 
investigating topics that may be precluded from critical examination when 
working in practice. At the beginning of the project the greater sense of freedom 
that fellow PhD students working on non-funded projects appeared to enjoy was 
looked upon with envy. The decision to adopt a naturalistic approach to the 
research, particularly in respect to the initial investigative activities, effectively 
mediated against these potential conflicts. The naturalistic approach provided a 
means to interpret the original research proposal and to develop a deep 
appreciation of the issues under investigation from numerous perspectives. 
Moreover, it helped to identify a number of elements of the original proposal that 
required reconsideration. 

The adoption of a naturalistic stance did not resolve all tensions, however. The 
focus of the research on domestic energy efficiency needed to be maintained, 
as fundamental to the original proposal. Yet it became increasingly evident that 
the imposition of a topic upon a community in this way was contradictory to the 
approach to participation that the research sought to foster. This first-hand 
experience did, however, have a positive influence upon the framework in the 
longer term, as the need to allow communities themselves to propose the topics 
to be investigated was included as an integral element of the principles of 
Xchange. 
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On reviewing the research, it can be seen that positive progress was made. The 
varied range of activities, all instigated and undertaken by the researcher, 
required organisation and self-motivation. Creative and effective use was made 
of the resources available through the academic and practice-based partners, 
and the territory in between them was productively navigated.

Time constraints had a particular impact upon some of the activities undertaken. 
The initial investigative activities brought the negative impact of tight timescales 
upon the delivery of the CESP in Hull into clear focus. The activities to develop 
the framework (chapter seven) accordingly attempted to embrace a more time-
flexible approach. Although there was little doubt that this was the correct 
approach to take, it did not sit comfortably within the frame of the doctoral study, 
and further work with the co-researchers in the Boulevard and Avenues 
neighbourhoods had to be postponed. In spite of this, the issue of time could be 
addressed as a priority issue as part of future work to develop the framework. 

From the researcher’s perspective, the research process was fulfilling, and 
facilitated an unprecedented advance in understanding of the topic of public 
participation in respect to the built environment. The concepts of postpolitics 
and depoliticisation proved particularly enlightening, helping to rationalise 
observations from previous research and practical experience, and sparking 
new lines of inquiry. The project more importantly fulfilled the researcher’s 
aspiration to move beyond critique in order to respond to some of the 
problematic issues observed. Integral to this was the application of PAR, which 
was demonstrated to be a particularly appropriate means to approach research 
about the built environment. 

9.4: Progression

On commencement of the study, one of the goals was to undertake research in 
the real world that would not sit and gather dust on a shelf once completed. It is 
clear that the research project itself was successfully conducted in the real 
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world, as the various investigative activities and interactions with co-researchers 
and stakeholders documented throughout this thesis are testament. More 
importantly, the activities undertaken provide a solid foundation and clear scope 
for progression beyond the doctoral study. This potential is already being 
examined, with a number of potential lines of inquiry currently in motion. 

At the forefront is the intention to publish extracts from the study, particularly 
elements identified in section 9.2 as original contributions to knowledge. It will 
also be essential to work with NPS Humber, as the commissioners and owners 
of Xchange, in order to assess how the framework can be progressed. Initial 
discussions, as detailed in section 8.11, clarified support for the framework, but 
also the need to further refine its presentation. Work to this effect is currently in 
progress, and will likely form the mainstay of practical activity immediately 
beyond the submission of the thesis.

The nature of the framework means that it offers the potential to examine 
working with various types of organisation that have a responsibility to 
communities. This may include some of the organisations that were represented 
in the initial interviews (1A). There may be particular benefit to those 
organisations whose representatives expressed concern about their lack of 
skills in engaging with the public. There may also be benefit to those that 
evidenced constraints in respect to their ability to deliver the kind of 
engagement activities that they believed would benefit their customers. 
Xchange was designed in response to these apparently intractable issues, 
hence it is anticipated that it may provide a practical means to circumnavigate 
them. Naturally any work with other organisations would first need to be agreed 
with NPS Humber. However it is hoped that the opportunity to forge new 
connections and the associated potential for new business opportunities will be 
mutually beneficial. 

Forging connections with potential consumers of Xchange is important. Yet a 
more fundamental issue will be consideration of how the proposed facilitation of 
participatory activities by academics could be formalised. It is projected that this 
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will involve the establishment of a participatory research group, hosted by an 
academic institution, which will fulfil three mutually supportive functions. Before 
Xchange can be delivered to potential consumers, further refinement of the 
framework is likely to be required, which draws attention to the first function of 
the research group. The refinement and evolution of Xchange would take 
advantage of the same academic freedom and spirit of investigation that 
assisted its conceptualisation during the course of this doctoral study. This 
would provide the opportunity to examine issues that came to light during the 
doctoral study, such as the various parallels with other alternative participatory 
techniques identified in section 8.10. It would also provide the scope to explore 
additional issues, such as how the further development and application of the 
framework might be funded.

The second function of the proposed research group would be to coordinate 
and support the practical application of Xchange. The research group would act 
as a broker of relationships with communities and organisations who have 
expressed an interest in employing the framework. The research group would 
also hold the potential to scope-out opportunities where the framework could 
prove a useful tool but where its existence or potential has yet to be recognised. 
It may also involve examining the potential applicability of the framework in 
contexts other than the built environment. Naturally, those associated with the 
research group would subsequently be responsible for facilitating Xchange in 
partnership with the respective community or organisation, fulfilling the role of 
empathetic outsiders.

The third function of the participatory research group would be to capitalise 
upon the potential that Xchange offers as a teaching and learning tool, a clear 
progression beyond the work undertaken in the course of the doctoral study. 
The robust foundations upon which the framework has been assembled could 
provide the basis for a scheme of work to teach built environment students 
about their responsibilities to society. As already identified, the refinement of 
Xchange would most effectively be supported through further testing. This, too, 
represents an opportunity to develop a hands-on teaching and learning 
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resource, whether through demonstration, or through encouraging students to 
formulate their own projects that apply the principles of Xchange. Such activities 
would, in turn, support the further refinement, evolution, and exposure of the 
framework. 

As a consequence of all of the points raised above, this chapter should be 
viewed as an interim conclusion. The doctoral study documented in this thesis 
represents one stage, albeit a significant one, of a much longer journey, both in 
respect to what has come before and that which lies ahead; onward. 
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