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The Ideas Lab was a fully participatory workshop designed to give everyone in the room an 

opportunity to address the topic of the session and to produce actionable outcomes. The URBACT-

funded network "Interactive Cities" brings together cities from around Europe on projects where 

new media can help urban regeneration and economic development. Using the format of a Collective 

Story Harvest from concrete projects by members of the Interactive Cities network, the Lab aimed to 

collectively share and compare experiences and good practices for improving and intensifying 

cooperation between citizens and their administrations using social media/digital tools. 

 

Daniela Patti and Jenny Koutsomarkou from URBACT opened the session by introducing four 

representatives from cities involved in the URBACT-funded project "Interactive Cities". The audience 

was then divided in groups and was given predefined listening filters for the exercise, to listen to the 

storytellers with a particular focus on one of the following:  

 What resonated with you in the story? 

 Which barriers to engagement did you detect? 

 How were digital media effective? 

 Which key people/resources were essential for success? 

 

First, Kristina Reinsalu, from the Estonian city of Tartu, shared her story on how the city had 

developed a participatory budgeting platform on the city's official website, through which citizens 

could propose projects for public funding and vote for the best ideas. One idea that had garnered a 

great deal of attention through the campaign had been the reconstruction of the roof of the historic 

stable building, which had made innovative use of their two main beneficiaries – children and horses 

– in their promotional activities. However, despite the intention of improving the quality of public 

services in terms of efficiency and transparency via e-democracy, the approach had received some 

criticism from NGOs and other stakeholders because of the low numbers of participants and alleged 

lack of creativity. Consequently, Kristina acknowledged that the lesson they had learned had been 

that it was necessary to train our communities better to be more creative, and to make cities more 

engaging and more open to experimentation. 

 

Secondly, Emmanuelle Emeriau, from Paris, took the floor to share the experience of the CoSto 

platform (Connected Stores), which aims to match thousands of individual local shopkeepers with 

digital start-ups in order to improve the digital skills of the local commercial sector, and has had a 

positive impact on economic vibrancy in the urban surroundings of the shops. As well as developing 

ideas on how to retain customer loyalty in our fast-paced world, with the help of experts, owners had 

also made themselves visible on social media and online maps. The latter had also proved to be a 

successful tool for finding suitable and popular projects for vacant shops in the area as neighbours 

could vote on them based on their needs and wishes. Although shopkeepers had soon realised that 

in order to survive they needed to be creative and visible, the main challenge was still to maintain 

their commitment to social media in the long run. 

 



 

 

María José Domingos, from Lisbon, gave an insight into the benefits of using new media when 

working with local organisations and vulnerable communities to help them make their voice heard. 

Their project focused on developing a local digital communication and development strategy to 

encourage participation from different sectors of society with views on how to alleviate social 

problems, such as unemployment and poverty, and to support neighbourhood regeneration based 

on a co-governance process. It may not come as a surprise that free public Wi-Fi was one of the first 

initiatives.  

 

Lastly, Marisa Gardella, from Genoa in Italy, shared her experience on how revenue from the 

introduction of a tourism tax had helped to set up a series of actions to promote tourism, including 

the introduction of a social media team made up of the main stakeholders connected to tourism in 

the city. Publicising the city as an attractive tourist destination strengthened its image both locally 

and internationally. Consequently, local representatives had used participatory storytelling and social 

media campaigns to help citizens share their experience in the city. The goal of the 

#genovamorethanthis campaign had been to increase user-generated content to enhance city 

branding through local ambassadors, such as both local and visiting influencers. 

 

Following the presentations, each group discussed their findings according to the listening filters, and 

the richness of experiences in the room resulted in dozens of recommendations for good practices 

focusing not only on technological know-how, but also on how digital tools and social media could be 

useful for local authorities and urban residents, promoting better urban governance, citizen 

participation and economic growth. The most frequently raised recommendations emphasised 

among other things the urgency of bringing communication back to the public sphere, the need for 

more user-generated content such as real voices, which had proved more effective than slogans, the 

need to know the target audience to engage with them in the right channels and languages, and last 

but not least the need to demonstrate the impact once you call for participation.  

 

Wrapping up the session, the participants concluded that the shift in approach was like letting the 

genie out of the bottle: once a city started doing it, the community would ask for more, and this was 

exactly what made the cities creative and innovative.  

 

 


