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ABSTRACT

Co-production, in its various forms, may add to urban vitality by giving shape to relationships between
governmental institutions and local communities, providing spaces for citizens and active groups of residents to
co-produce public services. Although various authors have argued that co-production may empower citizens and
lead to enhanced equality in public service delivery (Jo & Nabatchi, 2018; Meijer, 2016; Needham, 2008),
empirical evidence to support such claims remains relatively slim. This article aims to evaluate to what extent co-
production enables local government to include a representative part of the population, and if this leads to
enhanced inclusiveness. We build on both quantitative and qualitative data of citizens participating in co-
production instruments implemented by the Municipality of Rotterdam. Whether or not co-production by
default leads to urban vitality should be questioned, as the inclusiveness of various groups of citizens partici-
pating within co-production instruments is limited. Our findings show that citizens with a higher socioeconomic
status (SES), especially in terms of education, take up a much larger part of the participants in the different
instrument than citizens with a lower SES. Our qualitative data analysis goes deeper into social and cultural
capital, institutional knowledge, skills and personal resources as explanatory conditions for who is included in
participation. More research is needed on non-participants, and their reasons for not participating in co-

production.

1. Introduction

Co-production has gained tremendous popularity as both a field of
study in public management and policy research, and as a public sector
innovation strategy. Since the initial work on co-production by Ostrom
(1976) and Parks et al. (1981), a wide range of collaborative forms
between a variety of actors have been studied under the flag of co-
production. The idea is relatively simple: when service users are
involved in the design and provision of public services, these services
become better equipped to address service user needs. In doing so, co-
production has been heralded as a concept to make public services
more effective, efficient and legitimate (Brandsen & Honingh, 2015;
Needham, 2008; Verschuere et al., 2012). However, referring to this last
element, the question is whose needs are being addressed by co-
production.

Although various authors have argued that co-production may
empower citizens and lead to enhanced equality in public service delivery

(Jo & Nabatchi, 2018; Meijer, 2016; Needham, 2008), empirical evi-
dence to support such claims remains relatively slim. Additionally, if
citizens are generally empowered to engage in co-production, and if all
have an equal chance to do so, the question ‘who ends up participating?’
remains. Are participating citizens a proper representation of the society
they aim to serve, or is there a selection effect? Are some citizens more
empowered than others are, and does focus on equality perhaps neglect
a need for more equity? In this paper, we therefore take a different turn
and aim to add to the understanding on how and to what extent co-
production indeed leads to enhanced inclusiveness. This brings us to
the following research question: To what extent does co-production provide
inclusive access for citizens to participate in the public realm? We under-
stand inclusiveness as “the openness of the political system and the degree
of members’ participation (...) a key element in achieving equality in
participation and direct democracy” (Hong, 2015, p. 573). We hereby
view social inclusion as a process of interest and inclusiveness as an
outcome of interest (Talmage & Knopf, 2017). To be socially inclusive
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thus involves and equally addresses all stakeholders that are relevant to
the societal context (Suklje & Ruchinskaya, 2019). Hong describes that
inclusiveness is reached through a “proper representation of different
groups within a society” (2015, p. 576). This definition implies that
inclusiveness means everyone is represented, regardless of age, gender,
level of education, income, or household composition. In contrast to
Hong (2015), who uses the amount of citizens that participate as a proxy
for inclusiveness, we focus on the five aforementioned demographic
characteristics of co-producing citizens. According to Stren (2001, p. 6)
inclusive cities are “cities in which all citizens are incorporated in de-
cisions and policies; none, but in particular not the poorest and most
vulnerable, are left out”. He explains that this is hard to accomplish,
even for cities with sufficient resources. In turn, the difficulty of
achieving inclusiveness, presents a challenge to the urban vitality of
cities and their democratic systems.

Vitality refers to the relational, adaptive and transformative capac-
ities of cities, and “the vital city is a city of relations and (inter)action
between (...) communities and across multiple levels” as argued in the
introduction to this special issue (Nathanson & Lahat, 2022; Nederhand
et al., 2022). From a social science perspective on vitality, in particular
the relational capacities and dynamics are stressed. Edelenbos et al.
(2015, p. 239) define a vital system as “a social system of actors with
different backgrounds and from different scales and levels with lively,
energetic and productive relationships that are constantly seeking to
explore, develop, and consolidate common ground” in dealing with
complex public issues. In line with this definition and the introduction
article to this special issue, we approach urban vitality by focusing on
the scope and quality of the networks that develop and unfold between
urban residents, communities and government institutions. Nathanson
and Lahat (2022) describe urban vitalization as “a process that reflects
ongoing interactions between residents, communities and urban gov-
ernment”. Inclusiveness is an important ingredient of urban vitalization,
as it emphasizes the diverse and broad engagement of different groups
within society and the way in which these different groups are enabled
to influence joint problem definitions, solutions, and service delivery in
urban areas. This diverse and broad engagement could contribute to
various forms of bonding, bridging and linking of social capital, which is
important for the adaptive and transformative capacities of cities (Adler
& Kwon, 2002; Woolcock, 2001).

Urban vitality means a system in which citizens and institutional
actors communicate and collaborate in decision-making and demo-
cratically work together to maintain or improve the livability of a city
(Nathanson & Lahat, 2022). The effectiveness of this process is highly
dependent on whether citizens have equal access to being included.
Although urban vitalism underscores the need for inclusion, enhancing
inclusiveness is far from simple; it refers to the to the involvement of
groups of people who often lack the capacities, feelings of entitlement or
interest to do so (Nederhand et al., 2022; Stren, 2001; Visser et al.,
2021). Governments seem to increasingly embrace co-production as a
strategy to include a representative variety of citizens in public service
delivery with the aim of making these services more legitimate and
effective (Osborne, 2006). It is important to examine whether co-
production effectively enables them to do so, and if therefore it adds
to improving urban vitality. We explore this question within the context
of the city of Rotterdam (the second largest city in the Netherlands).
Rotterdam is a particularly interesting case, as its strong ambition for
increasing citizen participation and accessible participation has led it to
install 16 diverse co-production instruments.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In the next
section we elaborate on the concept of co-production. As co-production
is not a unilateral ‘thing’, we define how we understand co-production
and show how it is a continuous concept, rather than a fixed one. We
also elaborate on the relationship between co-production and inclu-
siveness. Subsequently, we present the research methods used to fulfill
our ambition. In Section 4, we present to what extent these co-
production instruments are indeed able to attract a diverse range of
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Rotterdam’s inhabitants and we offer several explanations for these
results. In Section 5, we conclude our paper and reflect on the theoretical
implications of our study and its limitations.

2. Theoretical framework: co-production as empowerment
strategy

2.1. Defining co-production

As New Public Governance has become the dominant paradigm in
public service delivery in Western governing, citizens are no longer
considered to be just service users or consumers (Brandsen & Honingh,
2015; Osborne, 2006). Instead, they are considered partners in the
formulation, design and implementation of public policy and public
service delivery. Many concepts that are addressing a part of that part-
nership have come to the fore. The broadest of them all — citizen
participation - refers to any kind of involvement of citizens in the public
domain (Arnstein, 1969). Concepts like collaborative governance,
interactive governance and co-production have been introduced and
reformulated to address the constructive relationship between govern-
ments and citizens (Ansell & Gash, 2008; Parks et al., 1981; Torfing
et al., 2012). Other concepts like co-creation and co-design have aimed
to address specific qualities of that relationship, i.e. focusing on the
aspect of value or the way such a relationship can or should be organized
(Blomkamp, 2018; Osborne, 2018).

In this paper, we focus on the term co-production. There are three
reasons to do so. 1) Co-production is often considered as a strategy to
enhance inclusiveness in public service delivery. Therefore, the litera-
ture offers some useful starting points to explain the underlying mech-
anisms for such inclusiveness; 2) Co-production covers a many types of
citizen involvement, making it an applicable concept to understand the
wide range of collaborative instruments as introduced by the Munici-
pality of Rotterdam; and 3) Co-production is more specific than for
instance collaboration or citizen participation, as it refers to a
constructive relationship, in which both government and citizens join
and in which citizens are asked for a direct and active contribution
(Brandsen & Honingh, 2015).

Numerous authors have attempted to offer a definition that does
justice to the vast empirical phenomena that are studied using the term
co-production. As a consequence, various definitions and taxonomies
have been introduced, for instance: distinguishing among individual,
group, or collective co-production (Jo & Nabatchi, 2018); defining co-
production as an umbrella term, encapsulating sub-forms co-commis-
sioning, co-design, co-delivery, and co-assessment (Nabatchi et al.,
2017); indicating that co-production is a specific mode, belonging to a
certain dominant governance paradigm (Osborne & Strokosch, 2013); or
defining it among the axes of professional-user relationships (Bovaird,
2007). In this research we define co-production in line with Brandsen
and Honingh (2015) as: “a relationship between a paid employee of an
organization and (groups of) individual citizens that requires a direct
and active contribution from these citizens to the work of the organi-
zation” (p. 431).

Defining it as such has several important implications. First, the
contribution of citizens is to the work of the organization. Translated
specifically to a public sector context, this means that citizens contribute
to public service delivery or public policy making. Therefore, the
involvement of citizens is to contribute to a larger cause. Second,
collaboration is between citizens on the one hand and representatives
from the public organization on the other hand. This collaboration can
be either direct or indirect. For instance, in digital co-production, citi-
zens often do not correspond directly with the representative in charge
of the instrument. This definition excludes phenomena such as protests
or riots, which also adhere to a general cause, but are usually against
governmental actors and not in collaboration with them. It is important
to note that there are various conceptualizations of co-production that
aim to do justice to the various forms of empirical phenomena that have
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been studied as a form of co-production. For instance, Brudney and
England (1983) were among the first to make a distinction between
individual and group co-production. Pestoff (2015) adds a distinction
between planning and production. Osborne and Strokosch (2013) offer a
distinction between three different levels of citizen involvement, i.e.,
consumer co-production, participative co-production and enhanced co-
production. And Nabatchi et al. (2017) presented a distinction between
co-commissioning, co-design, co-delivery and co-assessment. However, as
our interest lie with whether co-production enhances inclusiveness (as a
characteristic of vitality) and not so much in the different forms of co-
production, we stick to the definition as provided by Brandsen and
Honingh (2015).

2.2. Co-production as an inclusion strategy

The literature on co-production shows a very diverging image when
it comes to what extent co-production can be considered as a strategy to
enhance inclusiveness. Inclusiveness is an important ingredient for
urban vitality, as it promotes the recognition of differences in policy-
and decision-making in the different neighborhoods of a city (Neder-
hand et al., 2022). It stresses the broad engagement of different groups
within a society to foster democratic decision-making and problem-
solving in urban areas. Additionally, inclusiveness in co-production
can foster bonding, bridging, and linking of social capital which in
turn enhances the adaptive and transformative capacity of urban areas
(Adler & Kwon, 2002; Woolcock, 2001). Concerning co-production as an
inclusion strategy, some authors have argued that co-production may
empower underrepresented groups of citizens (Jo & Nabatchi, 2018).
Co-production may lower the bar for these citizens to participate
(Bovaird et al., 2015; Clark et al., 2013). To illustrate, Schafft and Brown
(2000) showed how co-production helped improve the lives of Hun-
garian Romas, a group of people that generally has a lower socioeco-
nomic status (SES) than other Hungarians. Based on this, one might
argue that co-production redistributes power among new kinds of
stakeholders (Bovaird, 2007). Although this might be good news for
these particular stakeholders, in terms of representative democracy it
raises the question who these new stakeholders represent, and if that
group is in need of enhanced representation. While there is little
research on the inclusiveness of co-production instruments, the litera-
ture on political participation in general and citizen participation more
particular could inform us about some relevant factors which might
explain why certain groups participate. As is the case in classical forms
of participation, wealthy and highly educated citizens may dominate
these processes, because of their enhanced social and cultural capital
(Steen et al., 2018). In addition, ‘professionalization’ of co-production
may prevent people with a lower SES to participate, as they have the
feeling to fall short in terms of capacity and resources. This can be the
consequence of public organizations — not necessarily deliberately —
raising the participation bar, requiring specific expertise and technical
knowledge of participating citizens (van Eijk et al., 2017). On the in-
dividual level, socioeconomic characteristics (age, gender, education,
income and household composition) and the networks that could
mobilize people (social capital) are two recurring factors explaining
motivations or ability for participation (La Due Lake & Huckfeldt, 1998;
Lowndes et al., 2006; Verba et al., 1995). Socioeconomic characteristics
could explain differences in participation as skills, time and resources
enable people to participate more actively. Moreover, it relates to feel-
ings of self-efficacy, which is also found to be important for people’s
motivation to participate in co-production (van Eijk et al., 2017). Edu-
cation and income have been found to correlate with political partici-
pation as voting (e.g., Verba et al., 1995) but also with public
engagement in policy processes (Trousset et al., 2015). That is, people
with a higher income and a higher level of education are more likely to
participate.

Next to socioeconomic characteristics, research has shown the rele-
vance of civic networks for facilitating and enhancing participation. As
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Lowndes et al. (2006, p. 288) put it: “Political participation in isolation
is more difficult and less sustainable (unless an individual is highly
motivated) than the mutually reinforcing engagement of contact
through groups and networks. Collective participation provides
continuous reassurance and feedback that the cause of engagement is
relevant, and that participation is having some value”. These networks
might be relevant for how people are mobilized to participate and for
their motivation to continue to participate in co-production (Voorberg
et al., 2015).

In our study, we take a closer look at how socioeconomic charac-
teristics and the networks of participants might explain inclusiveness of
various co-production instruments. In the next section, we present the
research methods that we employ to do so.

3. Research methods
3.1. Case study

The focus of our analysis is on the Municipality of Rotterdam and its
instruments for co-production. This municipality provides an interesting
case for several reasons. For starters, the city is increasingly popular for
national migration. This means that people from all regions of the
Netherlands move to Rotterdam, thereby enhancing its diversity (ABF
Research, 2014). Second, in terms of demographics, more than 50 % of
citizens have an international migration background (Onderzoek010,
2021) and “of the children under the age of fifteen (...) only one third is
still of Dutch descent” (Crul, 2016; Scholten et al., 2019: 1).

Rotterdam’s increasing diversity creates an enhanced need for the
Municipality to (re-)connect with all of its inhabitants — old and new. It
also emphasizes a need to provide equal access to co-production in-
struments for all citizens (Onderzoek010, 2021). Thirdly, in comparison
with its 60-km-removed counterpart Amsterdam, which knows an even
longer history of immigration and shows about the same percentage of
residents with immigrant background, we see important differences in
the composition of migrant influxes. One of these differences is the level
of education among citizens with migrant background: the percentage of
highly educated citizens with migrant background is notably lower in
Rotterdam than in Amsterdam. Another thing that sets Rotterdam apart
from the Dutch capital city is its population scoring lower on identifi-
cation with its neighborhood and city, and citizens’ lower levels of social
and political involvement (Entzinger, 2019). Citizens in Rotterdam tend
to vote less, compared to citizens in other municipalities. During the last
municipal elections, just 39 % of Rotterdam’s eligible voters made use of
their voting rights, while the overall average percentage across all mu-
nicipalities was 50.99 % (Kiesraad, 2022). All of this motivates the
Municipality of Rotterdam’s efforts to reach out to its citizens. Within
the Municipality’s ambitions, this strive for inclusiveness in its co-
production activities is apparent: “in Rotterdam we are open to all
people. Our shared identity as ‘Rotterdammers’ is what we focus on,
while respecting our differences” (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2022a). One of
its key targets — as formulated in the coalition agreement 2018-2022 -
concerns the increased involvement of citizens in co-deciding, co-
delivering and brainstorming about policies. The Municipality’s goal is
to reduce barriers to societal and participatory processes through the
empowerment of citizens (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2022b). To achieve the
latter, the Municipality of Rotterdam has installed a broad spectrum of
co-production instruments. By using a variety of instruments, the Mu-
nicipality aims to mobilize citizens from all parts of its society. These
observations point out the relevance of studying the Municipality’s in-
struments for fostering citizen engagement more in-depth.

Considering the Municipality’s strong ambition for inclusiveness in
co-production as a starting point, we evaluate to what extent these in-
struments indeed foster inclusiveness. We investigate the complete set of
co-production instruments for citizens that the Municipality of Rotter-
dam has implemented. Important to note is that these instruments are
accessible to all inhabitants of the city of Rotterdam - they are not
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confined to specific neighborhoods — and that citizen participation is
always on voluntary basis. The Municipality currently has 16 co-
production instruments in use (Table 1). Instruments can refer to co-
production for either public policy making (e.g. the polls and panels,
Client Council W&I and the Bench visits the Neighborhood) as to public
service delivery (e.g. Residents Initiative, Neighborhood Self-
management and Whatsapp Neighborhood Watch).

3.2. Methods and measurement

We employed a multiple method design, consisting of qualitative
interviews and quantitative surveys conducted among the co-producing
citizens of Rotterdam. Data collection of 7 instruments was done
through semi-structured interviews. These 7 instruments in particular
have a relatively small pool of participants, which enables us to get a
more in-depth overview of citizens’ perceptions on the level of inclu-
siveness within these instruments. For the semi-structured interviews,
we designed an interview protocol with questions covering the following
3 themes: 1) knowledge, skills and capacities needed for citizens to
participate in co-production; 2) the extent to which the Municipality of
Rotterdam enables co-production; and 3) how citizens are invited to
participate in co-production. Due to the specific nature of the various
instruments, the interview protocol has been tailored to properly suit
each instrument. To guarantee comparability, we ensured that the
questions for each theme were similar among the instruments. Data on
the remaining 9 instruments was collected through survey research. The
larger pool of participants in these 9 instruments allowed us to look for
patterns in the demographic aspects of co-producing citizens. This will
facilitate drawing conclusions on how well all groups in Rotterdam’s
society are represented through co-production, and thus, how inclusive
these instruments are in practice. The survey questionnaires follow the
same classification of questions alongside the 3 themes, though with the
aim of collecting numerical data rather than qualitative perceptions.

We must note that these methods allow us to conclude to what extent
the municipality of Rotterdam effectively enhanced inclusiveness by the
co-production instruments. However, our data does not generate hard
evidence as to why certain levels of inclusiveness (or a lack of it) were
observed. This was partially due to our sample of interview respondents
consisting of co-production participants, and not of citizens that did not
or failed to participate in co-production. Additionally, our results are
based on perceptions and experiences from our respondents, rather than
direct observations within co-production instruments. This on the one
hand allows us to get an insight in how co-producers themselves view
inclusion and what they see as underlying explanations for exclusion. On
the other hand, it limits us to learn directly about formal and informal
practices of in- and exclusion. Hence, in our identification of underlying
explanatory mechanism we are reluctant in providing bold statements
about our results.

3.3. Measurement of demographic aspects, education and level of income

The survey research includes the following socioeconomic charac-
teristics: 1) age; 2) gender; 3) level of education; 4) income; and 5)
household composition (see Table 2). We use these items in the dis-
cussion of the quantitatively examined instruments, as the sample of
respondents in the qualitatively examined instruments is too small to
draw meaningful conclusions on demographic patterns in relation to co-
production. Unfortunately, questions on ethnicity and cultural back-
ground have not been included in the survey. The reason for this is that
our research is conducted in close collaboration with the Municipality of
Rotterdam. This meant we were unable to ask about politically sensitive
issues, such as political preference, sexual orientation, and ethnic/cul-
tural background, due to the Municipality’s compliance with the Gen-
eral Data Protection Regulation (in Dutch: Algemene Verordening
Gegevensbescherming). Still, meaningful insights on the role of citizens’
migration background that indirectly emerged from the interview data
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Table 1
Overview of Rotterdam’s co-production instruments.

Instrument Description

Speaking at the District Committee
(Inspreken bij de Gebiedscommissie)

Citizens can individually have their say at
ameeting of the area committee to indicate
their priorities regarding the committee’s
agenda and to mention problems or
possible improvements in the area.

This instrument is implemented and
carried out by residents in collaboration
with the local police officer to keep the
neighborhood safe.

Citizens can indicate their needs and
priorities by filling out the survey while
simultaneously evaluating the system of
current public service delivery.

Residents in Rotterdam can apply for this
instrument to receive a subsidy for setting
up an initiative for implementation or
improvement of a public good/service in
their neighborhood.

Public green areas are managed and
maintained by residents of the respective
neighborhoods.

Citizens collaborate with the Municipality

WhatsApp Neighborhood Watch
(WhatsApp Buurtpreventie)

Municipality Poll (Gemeentepeiler)

Resident’s Initiative
(Bewonersinitiatief)

Neighborhood Self-Management
(Zelfbeheer)

Neighborhood Governs (Buurt

Bestuurt) to decentralize governance of public
services to the neighborhood level.
Citylab010 Citylab010’s projects are designs for

innovative, creative ideas from citizens to
improve Rotterdam for its community,
executed by the Municipality.

People in the neighborhood individually
give their opinion on the quality of public
services to the designated public servant or
mayor to shape the local policy agenda.
With the Outdoor Area Notifications app,
individuals can assess the quality of public
goods in the outdoor area to indicate
defects and problems for the Municipality
to solve.

Clients (all Rotterdam residents) who have
direct experience with the Work and
Income policy support the W&I cluster by
advising and assessing the service, giving
an expert-through-experience perspective
and in collaboration with the civil servants
work on better provision of the services of
W&I.

This group of citizens evaluates public
services, identifies points that the
Municipality could improve upon and
formulates advice accordingly.

This instrument allows a group of residents
to monitor and evaluate the Municipality’s
compliance with the social policies and to
advise how improvements can be made.
Members of the General Council 010 are
recruited by pre-existing members.
Residents of neighborhoods can attend

The Bench visits the Neighborhood
(College in de Wijk)

Outdoor Area Notifications

(Buitenruimte Meldingen)

Client Council Work & Income

(Cliéntenraad W&I)

Citizen Panel (Burgerpanel)

General Council 010 (Brede Raad 010)

Residents’ Evenings

(Bewonersavonden) Residents’ Evenings to evaluate the
Municipality’s governance of their
neighborhood.

Right2Challenge Right2Challenge enables citizens to take

over a task from the Municipality, design
an improved plan to govern a public good
and implement it as a citizen initiative.
Different from the WhatsApp
Neighborhood Watch, the Neighborhood
Watch is carried out by a group of residents
and has a direct influence on the entire
neighborhood instead of just the
individuals participating.

Citizen’s Initiative contains a design for a
public service backed by signatures of
citizens from the areas that initiative is
focused on.

Neighborhood Watch (Buurtpreventie)

Citizen’s Initiative (Burgerinitiatief)
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Table 2
Measurement of participants’ characteristics in the surveys.
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Variable Measurement values/ Values used in analysis
categories
Age Absolute number Mean scores and SD of
participants for each
instrument
Sex - Man Percentage of each gender
- Women category for each instrument
- Other

Education (highest Recoded in three dummies for
level of education

finished)

A) primary education

(elementary school)

B) preparatory/lower

secondary vocational

education

C) higher general

secondary education/pre-

university education

D) Intermediate

vocational education.

E) Higher Vocational

Education

F) University education

G) Other

H) No education finished

Income (gross 1) Less than 1500 Euro
income per 2) Between 1500 and 3000
month)® Euro

3) Between 3001 and 5000

Euro

4) More than 5000 Euro

5) Do not know

6) I cannot or do not want

to note

- Living alone

- Living together (un)

married without child

(ren)

- Living together (un)

married with child(ren)

- Living alone with child

(ren)

- Other

which percentages for each
instrument are used:

- Lower level of education
(categories A & B)

- Intermediate level of
education (categories C & D)
- Higher level of education
(categories E & F)

Percentage of each category
(1-4) for each instrument

Household
composition

Percentage of each category

@ These categories are standard categories as used by the Dutch Central Bureau
for Statistics (CBS, 2021).

have been incorporated in our results. The benefit of this collaboration is
that it allows us to reach a large sample of Rotterdam’s inhabitants, by
using the networks of the municipality.

3.4. Sample of participants in the various co-production instruments

Table 3 shows the number of participants in the various co-
production instruments as known by the Municipality, the number of
respondents approached and the response rate. In approaching the re-
spondents, we have collaborated with the Municipality. For some in-
struments, it was challenging to get sufficient response. By sending out
up to three reminders, we have tried get a response rate as high as
possible. The difficulty of collecting contact details, the stepwise system,
and the data collection in the context of the COVID19 crisis made it extra
challenging. The response percentage to the survey questionnaires falls
between 15 % and 58 %. The response to the instruments Citylab010,
WhatsApp Neighborhood Watch and Resident’s Initiative is somewhat
marginal in this respect. Nevertheless, this is not problematic for Cit-
1ab010 and Resident’s Initiative, because a considerable absolute num-
ber has been reached there. The instruments General Council 010,
Residents’ Evenings and Right2Challenge fall slightly short in
respondents.

For half of the surveys, we have reached reasonable representative-
ness of the samples, as for Resident’s Initiative, The Bench Visits the
Neighborhood, Municipality Poll and Citylab010 the margin of error is
below or around the 7 % with a 95 % confidence level. The

Table 3
Response rate and number of co-producers.
Instrument Number of Number of Response Number
respondents participants rate in % of users
(N) approached
Interviews
Citizen’s Initiative 2 7 29 7
Citizen Panel 8 8 100 30
General Council 4 30 13 30
010
Neighborhood 6 21 29 35
Watch
Residents’ 4 24 17 Unknown
Evenings
Client Council 4 14 29 14
W&I
Right2Challenge 6 42 14 42
Survey
Resident’s 213 1291 16 1291
Initiative
Outdoor Area 56 96 56 Unknown
Notifications
Neighborhood 61 300 20 300
Governs
The Bench visits 163 626 26 626
the
Neighborhood
CityLab010 103 670 15 300
(yearly)
Municipality Poll 928 4424 21 4424
Speaking at the 29 100 29 100
District
Committee
WhatsApp 52 325 16 325
Neighborhood
Watch
Neighborhood 68 208 33 529
Self-
Management

representativeness of the instruments Neighborhood Governs, Neigh-
borhood Self-management, WhatsApp Neighborhood Watch and espe-
cially Speaking at the District Committee is less strong, given margins of
error between 11 % and 15 %. For the instrument Outdoor Area Noti-
fications, the total number of users is unknown (and thus the repre-
sentativeness cannot be assessed). However, the response rate is high for
this instrument. For the qualitative sample, we strived to interview at
least 4 participants per instrument in order to get different experiences
and a broader picture. Only for Citizen’s Initiative we were not able to
get 4 respondents (two respondents were interviewed here, but this is in
line with its generally low total number of participants).

4. Results

In this section, we present the level of inclusiveness generated by the
co-production instruments in Rotterdam. We start by looking into how
well different groups within society are represented in the participating
group per instrument. Subsequently, we offer possible explanations for
our findings that we have derived from our data.

4.1. Inclusive co-production?

4.1.1. Age

The qualitative as well as the quantitative results show that the age of
co-producing citizens in Rotterdam is higher than the average age of
Rotterdam’s inhabitants. On average, the co-producing participants are
54 years old (Table 4). This implies that the younger inhabitants of
Rotterdam are less active in government-induced co-production. As the
standard deviation shows, almost no instrument has participants under
the age of 30. Respondents explain that “[they] sometimes have younger
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Table 4

Overview participants’ average age in years.
Instrument Average age SD
Resident’s Initiative 57 14,6
Outdoor Area Notifications 62,2 10
Neighborhood Governs 58,3 14
The Bench visits the Neighborhood NA NA
CityLab010 45 12
Municipality Poll 52,5 NA"
Speaking at the District Committee 57,4 11,5
WhatsApp Neighborhood Watch 48,4 12,9
Neighborhood Self-Management 58,5 11,4
Average score” 54,2

@ Based on the average age of participants for each instrument.

Y In the survey used for this instrument age was asked using categories. The
mean score was calculated based on the frequencies and median for each
category.

people but these never stay long, presumably because it offers too little sta-
bility [for this age group] (...) there is a strange separation between young
and old nowadays, it polarizes (Citizen Panel)”.

4.1.2. Gender

The extent to which genders are equally represented varies per in-
strument. In the instruments Outdoor Area Notifications, CityLab010
and Speaking at the District Committee, most of the respondents are
male; 62,3 %, 60,4 % and 76,7 % respectively. The instruments Resi-
dent’s Initiative, Neighborhood Self-Management, and Neighborhood
Governs show a near equal representation of men and women. Differ-
ences in representation of genders have not been illustrated by the
interview data.

4.1.3. Education

On average, co-producing participants have a relatively high level of
education. This variable is categorized in ‘higher education’, ‘secondary
education’, and ‘lower education’. The quantitative results show that 60
% of respondents belong to the first category, followed by 26 % of re-
spondents that have completed secondary education, and 10 % of co-
producing citizens belong to the third category (Table 6). To compare
with the population in Rotterdam: 30 % of the citizens in Rotterdam
have finished a higher level of education in 2019 (Gemeente Rotterdam,
2020). The qualitative interviews illustrate these findings. Respondents
point out that “most of [them] are well-educated (Citizen Panel, Residents’
Evenings)”, and emphasize that “you need common sense and a [secondary
level of education]” (Citizen Panel). One respondent explains that
“participation is meant for people who studied and know how the world
works, not for simple people who also want to have an impact (Right2-
Challenge)” and that participation is an “elite sport (Right2Challenge)”.

4.1.4. Income

The highest proportion (28.6 %) of co-producing citizens receives a
medium-level income’ between 1501 and 3000 Euro gross on a monthly
basis. The second largest category receives between 3001 and 5000 Euro
gross. The categories with the lowest and the highest income levels (less
than 1500 or higher than 5000 gross) are almost equally represented
with 10 % and 9 % respectively (Table 7). We thus see that the results are
somewhat skewed towards the higher income levels relative to Rotter-
dam’s population. Respondents explain: “people who lack the means to
invest time and energy are excluded from the participation process (...) then
you see that only the wealthy are able to successfully take part [in co-pro-
duction] (Right2Challenge)” and “[having less money] means that you have
to do other things next to [co-production] to make money, which defocuses
your attention (...) when you have stability and continuity, you are more able

1 Relative to the average yearly income per inhabitant in Rotterdam of
€25.100 in 2019 (Allecijfers.nl, 2021)
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to develop yourself, financial security plays an important role in that
(Right2Challenge)”. This critical note on financial security and its effect
on inclusive co-production is repeatedly brought up by respondents who
have taken part in Right2Challenge. A major reason for this is that
Right2Challenge is a project-based instrument for which participants
need to pre-finance the project costs themselves. Without financial se-
curity provided by the Municipality, people without own substantial
financial means are thereby excluded from participating. Additionally,
as the Right2Challenge usually involves time-consuming projects, this
specific instrument could be more inviting for people who are less
dependent on their day-to-day activities to generate economic benefits
(i.e., Rotterdam’s retired citizens).

4.1.5. Household composition

The importance of ‘having the time and energy to participate’ can
also be seen in the analysis of another demographic factor: household
composition. More specifically, a group that is largely underrepresented
in this category are people (living) with children. Especially single
parents are underrepresented in Rotterdam’s co-production activities.
Respondents living alone or together without children make up 63 % of
the co-producers on average, whereas respondents living together with
children and single parents form on average 31 % of the participants for
each instrument (Table 8). Several respondents stress this, arguing: “the
age group with young children are harder to find, because they have their
jobs, have to raise their kids, and work on their career, and then you just have
less time (General Council 010)” and “the younger generations are less
involved. They are more focused on their families, other things...” (Neigh-
borhood Watch).

4.1.6. Migration background

Due to ethical considerations, we have not directly asked about
people’s ethnic or cultural background in our surveys and interviews.
Therefore, we are unable to conclude what percentage of Rotterdam co-
producing citizens have a non-Dutch or mixed ethnic background.
However, this aspect was addressed in various ways in our interviews.
Respondents pointed out that the co-production instruments are not
inviting for citizens with a non-Dutch/migration background. One
respondent explains that “we barely have people [with migration back-
ground], and if we managed to find them, they never stay long... Maybe
because there are so many white people, that could be the reason (Citizen
Panel)”. Another respondent says, “we are not a representation of the social
composition of Rotterdam (Citizen Panel)”, referring to the lack of di-
versity and inclusiveness within the group. The fact that most commu-
nication concerning co-production in Rotterdam is in proficient Dutch
language could form a barrier for citizens with a limited proficiency in
this language: “I mainly see people that have a good command of the lan-
guage, I do not see ‘the other group’ (...) and I wonder if they would perhaps
attend if there would be an Arabic or Turkish interpreter present (Residents’
Evenings). This can also be observed in the Citizen Panel: “I understand
everything, because I have worked as a civil servant, but somebody that lives
in a disadvantaged neighborhood, and barely speaks the language, has
absolutely no clue what we are talking about (Citizen Panel)”. A Neigh-
borhood Watch participant similarly points out: “the threshold is much
higher for those people to join, because they have no allies. I mean, they are
suddenly surrounded by non-Moroccans, non-Turks, and non-Islamic people
and for many that is a barrier for joining (Neighborhood Watch).

4.2. Explanatory factors

The previous section indicates that Rotterdam’s co-production
repertoire only marginally succeeds in attracting a representative vari-
ety of Rotterdam’s inhabitants. Co-producing citizens do not reflect the
diverse composition of the population in Rotterdam. We found and
deepened several explanatory factors that help to understand this lack of
inclusiveness - in line with existing literature on participation in co-
production - stressing socioeconomic factors and networks of
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participants,. First, social capital seems to affect who in the end makes
use of the instrument. A second explanatory factor can be found in the
manner in which citizens are invited to participate in co-production.
Third, the institutional knowledge of citizens, skills needed to partici-
pate, and accessibility of the instruments are of relevance.

4.2.1. Social capital

The results show that co-production is mainly for those who are
already in the ‘inner circle’ of civic participation in Rotterdam. Pre-
existing bonds with the Municipality and its civil servants seem to
determine whether one decides to join a co-production activity. On
average, more than a third of the respondents have become familiar with
one of the co-production instruments included in the survey through the
Municipality (see Table 9). As understood from the interviews, a large
share of respondents has a years-long precedent with co-production in
Rotterdam and is in close contact with the civil servants who oversee
these mechanisms: “In any case, there was already an established contact
between [us] and the municipality about the development of that area”
(Right2Challenge). The latter often actively draws participants’ atten-
tion to new opportunities for co-production: “I was asked by the coordi-
nator back then, if I would be motivated to do that, he thought I would be
suited for the position” (Citizen Panel).

Additionally, respondents have frequently been invited by their own
social network of people who were previously involved in co-
production. These observations partly explain the inequality in socie-
tal representation within the instruments. We see that people who
already have their place within the inner circle of co-production are
often responsible for recruiting new participants. This could lead to the
exclusion of citizens who are not part of these particular informal net-
works: “Iwas asked by a friend of mine, and I had also already worked at the
Municipality, so I was already aware of the Citizen Panel” (Citizen Panel).
This phenomenon forms an entry barrier for citizens in alternative social
networks that differ in terms of cultural grounds: “those people have a
totally different culture and religion, and because there are such few people
from those circles in [Neighborhood Watch], there is a threshold for them to
join. They do not have allies” (Neighborhood Watch). Additionally, as our
respondents indicate, even when people from underrepresented groups
do find their way to co-production activities, they leave very quickly. As
such, co-production is considered suitable for a specific group of citizens
embedded in certain social networks, creating a discouraging effect for
other groups within society and presenting a threshold to partake.

4.2.2. Invitation to co-produce

Another route towards co-production is the advertising of co-
production instruments in databanks for volunteering and newspa-
pers’ sections with volunteering opportunities. The use of these partic-
ular media in search of co-producing citizens can give rise to a selection
effect. Our data shows that consulting databanks and newspapers seem
to be particularly popular among pensioners. It is likely that the younger
generations, who we expect to be more active on social media platforms,
are not being addressed through these traditional channels. This use of
channels can partially explain why the elderly population of Rotterdam
is overrepresented, as invitations for co-production potentially do not
reach the younger generations. Additionally, the language of advertising
is predominantly Dutch, which limits access to a large group of Rotter-
dam’s citizens who do not master this language. This could have nega-
tive implications for the overall inclusiveness of co-production in
Rotterdam: “We want to represent the people that cannot represent them-
selves, and that is a big group. There are a lot of nationalities in Rotterdam,
and it is impossible to translate everything into their native languages”
(Citizen Panel).

4.2.3. Institutional knowledge, skills and accessibility

For some instruments, participants indicate that co-production is
something that requires particular skills, thus creating a threshold for
successful participation. This is especially true for instruments that rely
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on initiatives and projects developed by citizens (like Citylab010,
Right2Challenge and Citizen’s Initiative) or require deliberative analytic
skills (like Citizen Panel and General Council). Respondents involved in
these instruments indicate that a certain level of intelligence and public-
institutional understanding is essential for successful co-production: “A
certain level of intelligence is needed” (Client Council W&I), “participation
is only meant for people who can read well and are intelligent” (Right2-
Challenge), “you have to know your way around the municipality organi-
zation” (Citizen Panel, Right2Challenge), This becomes more visible
when looking at the application procedures, in which citizens are often
required to submit substantiated proposals with detailed financial plans
(in Right2Challenge and Citizen’s Initiative), undergo an official ‘job-
application-like’ procedure (in Citizen Panel, Client Council W&I and
General Council) or provide a formal project pitch to a committee of
Heads of Departments (Citizen’s Initiative). Citizens aiming to partici-
pate in these instruments are expected to perform on the same level as
the public institution itself and enjoy little support and feedback during
the application process: “The documents, the forms, the language and the
attitude... They could really make the process less complicated, but that is not
what they are doing” (Right2Challenge). When approved, participants
bear full responsibility for all the planning, organization and financial
matters within the project. Due to these instrumental complexities, the
co-production process requires effort, patience and administrative
insight: “I think that the [municipality] organization is quite complicated for
outsiders, so it helps if you know your way around it and speak the [insti-
tutional] language, how to approach people for example” (Citizen Panel).
This insight is not gained from (higher) education, but rather from direct
experience with public organizations. In other words, many of the in-
struments seem to be tailored to groups of people with a certain level of
administrative experience and capacity to navigate within the public-
institutional realm: “you have to know your way around the Municipality
organization. You need to have all these conversations, at some point you also
need to give a presentation for all these Heads of Departments, which can be
quite intimidating” (Right2Challenge). Understanding public documents
seems to be part of the essential skillset as well: “we deal with official
public documents, so you have to be able to understand what is meant in a law
or policy document” (Client Council W&I), “of course you need some un-
derstanding of the institutional environment” (Citizen Panel). A Right2-
Challenge participant explains: “it is participation for the advanced, it
requires a lot of effort” (Right2Challenge). These complex processes are
insufficiently accessible for the remaining part of Rotterdam’s citizens.
This has implications for the overall inclusiveness of the instruments,
and for the extent to which these fairly represent Rotterdam’s society.

We have grouped the factors institutional knowledge, skills and
accessibility together, because these themes recurrently appeared to be
interlinked in the qualitative data, for instance in the following ex-
pressions: “it is not just about giving your opinion and then waiting until it is
implemented, you also have to be able to lobby effectively, that is important.
And if you manage to do that well, knowledge from the municipality and
society is definitely an advantage” (Citizen Panel), “you have to know your
way around the municipality organization, you need to have all these con-
versations [with civil servants], you need to do a presentation for all these
Heads of Departments — which can be quite intimidating — and besides that
you have to be able to write project proposals. That asks a lot from one
initiator” (Right2Challenge).

Respondents that participated in the instruments General Council
010, Client Council W&I, Residents’ Evenings and Citizen Panel pointed
out that a major requirement to participate is being able to express
yourself eloquently in Dutch, both in speech and in writing. Participants
are required to be able to understand formal legislative texts and need to
write clear, concise and convincing texts when communicating with the
Municipality. Moreover, participants are expected to be able to voice
their ideas and opinions in a confident and unambiguous manner: “you
need to be quite eloquent, to voice your opinion in front of experts and people
that know what they are talking about” (Residents’ Evenings). Similar
perspectives were expressed by respondents participating in General
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Council 010 and Citizen Panel.Other qualities that respondents deem
necessary to successfully participate are computer literacy and internet
skills: “you need some capacity to use the internet and look up topics that you
are working on” (Client Council W&I).

The importance of knowledge and skills in most instruments works as
an excluding mechanism with regards to attracting citizens. Since many
instruments require expert knowledge, predominantly the well-
educated citizens feel addressed to join in co-production — as sup-
ported by the quantitative data. The focus on language and communi-
cation skills fundamentally disregards the large share of Rotterdam’s
population who does not master the Dutch language, or whose percep-
tions on communicative practices differ for cultural reasons. This has
considerable consequences for the inclusiveness of Rotterdam’s co-
production practices. In addition to the argument that citizens need to
be skilled for certain co-production instruments, our analysis showed
that the higher educated are also overrepresented in the co-production
instruments that do not require any special skills, Instruments like
WhatsApp Neighborhood Watch and Municipality Poll (Table 5) - which
are instruments that have minimal barriers for expertise or technological
knowledge - demonstrate a relatively low representation of participation
by citizens with a lower level of education.

5. Discussion and conclusion

This article examined to what extent co-production instruments
induce inclusiveness. Our results indicate that co-producing citizens are
not necessarily a representative reflection of a city’s population.
Although the Municipality of Rotterdam has implemented a variety of
co-production instruments, it fails to co-produce with a large variety of
Rotterdam inhabitants. Therefore, our results partially confirm earlier
scholars” work stating that citizens with a higher SES dominate the co-
production processes (Steen et al., 2018; Trousset et al., 2015; van
Eijk et al., 2017; Verba et al., 1995). Our data suggests that this is likely
due to their enhanced position with respect to social and cultural capital,
as suggested by Lowndes et al. (2006) and Voorberg et al. (2015).
Moreover, we see an overrepresentation of more educated people
participating in all instruments. The finding is in line with other research
on participation noting that educational level is a clear predictor of
participation (see Ryfe & Stalsburg, 2012 for an overview).

What our data also show is that pre-existing bonds and contacts with
the municipality play an important role in getting involved in co-
production instruments. Moreover, our qualitative data indicate that
this might create an exclusion mechanism as well. People who differ in
their background experience a threshold to become part of co-
production groups if these groups are more or less homogeneous (but
different from them) and more educated. It should be clear though that
this latter point holds for group forms of co-production (e.g. Neighbor-
hood Watch) and not for ‘individual’ forms of co-production (such as

Table 5
Overview participants’ gender in %.
Instrument Gender — Gender — Gender -
male female other
Resident’s Initiative 46,5 52,6 0,9
Outdoor Area Notifications 62,3 37,7 0
Neighborhood Governs 49,2 50,8 0
The Bench visits the NA NA NA
Neighborhood
CityLab010 60,4 37,6 2,0
Municipality Poll 57,1 42,8 0
Speaking at the District 76,7 23,3 0
Committee
WhatsApp Neighborhood 42,9 55,4 1,8
Watch
Neighborhood Self- 51,9 48,1 0
Management
Average percentage 58,6 40,9

Cities 141 (2023) 104480

Table 6
Overview participants’ level of education in %.
Instrument Higher Secondary Lower
education education education
Resident’s Initiative 56,3 29,1 12,7
Outdoor Area Notifications 27,9 45,9 21,3
Neighborhood Governs 41 37,7 13,1
The Bench visits the 57,9 30 6,5
Neighborhood
CityLab010 89,1 8 2
Municipality Poll 69 22,8 4,7
Speaking at the District 76,7 10 10
Committee
WhatsApp Neighborhood 60,7 28,5 7,2
Watch
Neighborhood Self- 46,8 29,9 13
Management
Average percentage 59,6 25,8 10

Table 7
Overview participants’ gross monthly salary per instrument in %.
Instrument Less than Between 1501 Between 3001 More
1500 and 3000 Euro  and 5000 Euro  than
Euro 5000
Euro
Resident’s Initiative 18,3 31,9 16,4 6,1
Outdoor Area 16,4 27,9 9,8 1,6
Notifications
Neighborhood 8,2 27,9 14,8 9,8
Governs
The Bench visits the 12 26,2 24,6 13,1
Neighborhood
CityLab010 11,9 40,6 25,7 2
Municipality Poll 5,5 20,6 31,6 17,3
Speaking at the 6,7 33,3 20 13,3
District
Committee
WhatsApp 12,5 33,9 25 5,4
Neighborhood
Watch
Neighborhood Self- 7,8 33,8 15,6 7,8
Management
Average percentage 10,3 28,6 21,6 9,3
Table 8
Overview participants’ household composition in %.
Instrument Living Living together Living together  Living
alone (un)married (un)married alone with
without child with child(ren) child(ren)
(ren)
Resident’s 26,8 42,7 22,1 3,3
Initiative
Outdoor Area 45,9 34,4 14,8 NA
Notifications
Neighborhood 26,2 39,3 16,4 6,6
Governs
The Bench visits 20,2 46,4 25,1 1,1
the
Neighborhood
CityLab010 18,8 26,7 41,6 5
Municipality Poll 25,1 37,7 28,7 2,6
Speaking at the 23,3 33,3 33,3 3,3
District
Committee
WhatsApp 25 32,1 35,7 5,4
Neighborhood
Watch
Neighborhood 22,1 39 26 7,8
Self-
Management
Average 26,2 36,7 27 4,3
percentage
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Table 9
Who introduced you to the co-production instrument?

Instruments Neighbors Municipality ~ Personal Friends Other
network or family

Resident’s 10,8 27 38,7 4,1 19,4
Initiative

Outdoor Area 3,2 38,7 8,1 NA 50
Notifications

Neighborhood 39,1 15,9 18,8 2,9 23,2
Governs

The Bench visits 9,6 39 11,8 4,3 35,3
the
Neighborhood

Citylab010 1 20 56,2 3,9 19

Municipality Poll 4,5 40,2 4,5 3,3 47,4°

Speaking at the 18,2 27,3 21,2 6,1 27,3
District
Committee

Whatsapp 13,1 72,1 NG 1,6 13,1
Neighborhood
Watch

Neighborhood 11,1 48,1 6,2 3,7 30,9
Self-
Management

Gemiddeld 12,9 36,5 20,7 3,7 39,5
percentage

@ 23 % of the respondents indicated to have found The Bench visits the
Neighborhood through their own efforts.

b 28,2 % of the respondents indicated to have found Municipality Poll through
their own efforts.

Municipality Poll) (both forms are included in our analysis). This
explanation coming from our qualitative data is in line with a recent
study on non-participation of less-educated citizens in citizens’ initia-
tives in the Netherlands, which points to the role of feelings of entitle-
ment: perceiving themselves as less legitimate societal actors because
they experience stigmatization or insufficiently master the legitimate
style of speech and knowledge (Visser et al., 2021).

Feeling capable and having the resources to participate is an
important incentive to co-produce (van Eijk et al., 2017). The flipside of
this argument is that people are discouraged from co-producing if they
feel that they lack the required skills and resources. Our study underlines
this, as many respondents indicated that the co-producing group was
rather homogenous, and that if a participant with a different background
joins, it is usually for a short period of time. Our qualitative data indicate
that there might be an exclusion mechanism at work here. That is, as
people who differ in background might experience a threshold to
become part of co-production groups if these groups are largely homo-
geneous (but different from them) and more educated. Although this
needs further research, it points towards feelings of entitlement: citizens
with lower levels of education perceiving themselves as less legitimate
societal actors because they experience stigmatization and/or insuffi-
ciently master the legitimate style of speech and knowledge, as is
recently argued and empirically substantiated in a study on non-
participants in citizens’ initiatives (Visser et al., 2021). Hence, we
cannot confirm the arguments of Clark et al. (2013) and Bovaird et al.
(2015) who argued that co-production might lower the bar for citizens
to participate.

We see that co-production may require different skills, qualities and
knowledge from citizens. For instance, some instruments ask more from
citizens in terms of time, institutional knowledge, skills and institutional
understanding. Other instruments are more easily accessible and require
little time and effort to participate - although these too provide chal-
lenges for certain groups of citizens to participate, due to their required
level of computer literacy, language skills and institutional under-
standing. In other words, different co-production instruments require
different skills, which leads to exclusion within co-production a priori.

In terms of the relationship between vitality and co-production, we
can conclude that the way the municipality has organized co-production
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indeed allows it to collaborate with its citizens in a different way than in
classical policymaking and service provision. Urban vitality means a
system in which citizens and institutional actors communicate and
collaborate in decision-making and democratically work together to
maintain or improve the livability of a city. Particularly instruments
‘Resident’s Initiative’ and ‘Neighborhood Watch’ allow the government
to maintain and improve the livability of the city (Nathanson & Lahat,
2022). In that regard, following Edelenbos et al. (2015), the co-
production instruments help with developing and consolidating com-
mon ground in dealing with urban issues (p. 239). Although these in-
struments foster new forms of ongoing interactions between residents
and communities, our research shows that the groups of citizens who
participate in these interactions can hardly be considered representative
for the city of Rotterdam. Therefore, we can conclude that the co-
production arsenal of the city of Rotterdam is insufficient to generate
that “social system of actors with different backgrounds and from
different scales and levels with lively, energetic and productive re-
lationships that are constantly seeking to explore, develop, and consol-
idate common ground” (Edelenbos et al., 2015, p. 239). Hence, we
should question to what extent co-production is indeed an instrument to
increase urban vitality.

Several shortcomings in our research must be acknowledged. The
first concerns the size and representativeness of our pool of respondents.
The Municipality of Rotterdam has played an important role in facili-
tating our access to respondents’ contact details. Due to privacy con-
cerns, approaching participants without the Municipality’s interference
was not an option at hand. It is important to underline that the Munic-
ipality’s interposition in the recruitment of respondents limits our
sample size. Even though the number of respondents is sufficient to
formulate basic assumptions on the experience of citizen participation in
Rotterdam, it remains fairly limited for drawing general conclusions.
Therefore, our aim is not to prescribe a causal law that is applicable to all
local government institutions and their co-production instruments, but
rather to open a new line of research in this field. Second, our single case
study design allows us to draw conclusions on the inclusiveness of co-
production within the Municipality of Rotterdam. Due to its unique-
ness in terms of co-production instruments in place and its strong
ambition for achieving inclusiveness in participation, the potential for
generalization to other municipalities is limited. Future research on the
inclusiveness of co-production in additional cities could add a compar-
ative element to the literature on the inclusiveness enhanced through co-
production. Lastly, our pool of respondents fully consists of citizens who
have successfully participated in co-production. This implies that citi-
zens who have consciously chosen not to participate or were prevented
from participating are not represented in this research. This limits our
ability to make statements regarding the explanatory mechanisms, as we
are lacking first-hand input from non-participants concerning why these
did not participate. We can therefore not thoroughly explain why we
found a shortfall of inclusiveness in Rotterdam’s co-production. How-
ever, based on our data we have found several explanatory conditions
for how people got involved in co-production. Future research could
focus on this group of non-participants, to shed light on why citizens do
not participate and whether this decision has been made deliberately.
Additionally, future research could consider more detailed information
on individual co-production instruments and to what extent these in-
struments individually generate inclusiveness.

As inclusiveness is an important ingredient for urban vitality, we
argue that inclusiveness of co-production is a topic that needs more
attention in future research. By creating a better understanding of the
underlying mechanisms that either contribute to or prevent inclusive-
ness in co-production, instruments could be tailored to invite and
include diverse groups of citizens and perspectives more effectively.
Equal and inclusive representation of a city’s population in local gov-
ernment and public service delivery is important to achieve and main-
tain urban vitality, as inclusiveness in this respect will lead to broader
engagement of different groups within society and contribute to the
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building of various forms of bonding, bridging and linking social capital.
Enhanced and evolving social capital will in this respect allow for more
adaptive and transformative capacities of cities (Adler & Kwon, 2002;
Woolcock, 2001).
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