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ABSTRACT
Spatial planning as a field in continuous transition needs a way of
working that allows for questioning its professional practice. In
this paper, we focus on the design of 4-days long ‘studios’ for
planning professionals that aim to reflect on new notions of
democratic practice and participatory planning. During these
studios, different methods to enhance a collective reflective
attitude among participants were tested. The paper describes
how the tutors of the studios tried to encourage participants to
develop their own theory of practice by iteratively (re)designing
the learning artefacts, learning content and learning modes of
the studio. In the conclusions of this paper, we introduce the idea
of a Participation Studio Conjecture Map to support and structure
a culture of collective reflection-in (participatory planning)
organizations.
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1. Critical reflection on professional practice

The work of Donald Schön and more specifically, his concept of the reflective prac-
titioner (Schön 1983; see also Argyris and Schön 1978; Fischler 2012; Kadlec 2006)
and the idea of reflection-in-action has already for a long time been a popular concept
in planning theory and practice (a.o. Bertolini et al. 2010; Scott 2019). In line with the
pragmatic tradition in planning (Healey 2009; Friedmann 2008; Forester 1989, 1993;
Innes 1995), reflective practice highlights the possibility to become attentive to,
through action, the transformative potential of planning and its socio-political
consequences.

Reflection-in-action starts from the competence of planning practitioners to reflect on
the room for manoeuvre of spatial practice or in the words of Forester ‘to routinely move
behind the routine and look out for transformative potentials’ (Forester, 1989 in Healey
2009, 286). Following Argyris and Schön (1996), this process of reflection can best be
described by different levels of learning. In their work, Argyris & Schön distinguish
single-loop and double-loop learning. Single-loop learning focuses on the management
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of problems and the factual knowledge and skills that are necessary to engage in the
process of problem-solving. Double-loop learning explores the possibilities of question-
ing underlying values and assumptions and finding ways to translate these reflections
into new mental frameworks and action. Through double-loop learning, participants
explore ‘the assumptions that frame their understanding of the problems and search
for responses to these problems’ (Goh 2019, 2).

Building upon the work of Argyris & Schön, several authors in planning theory
(Forester 2013; De Leo and Forester 2017) and adult learning sciences (Bradbury et al.
2010; Goh 2019; Boud and Hager 2012; Wenger 1998) have been stressing that if the
reflective practice should trigger double-loop learning and question underlying assump-
tions, it essentially depends on the collective nature of the endeavour. Learning in action
should take both the experience of all the practitioners engaged in an activity and the
socio-political context in which the activity occurs into account. By collectively reflecting
on individual learners’ experience ‘practitioners can recognize and research the assump-
tions that undergird our thoughts and actions within relationships, at work, in commu-
nity involvements, in avocational pursuits, and as citizens’ (Brookfield 2010, 216).

Collective reflective practice can happen in different settings and can take different
forms (see Goh 2019 for an overview). Focussed on professional practice we understand
collective reflection in line with Collin and Karsenti (2011, 6) as ‘individual reflection in
groups or with the presence of the ‘other’’. Put simply, collective reflection can be viewed
as ‘practitioners belonging to either the same or different communities of practice, having
shared interest and shared purpose, coming together to reflect on issues relevant to the
improvement of work’ (Boud 2010, 34). The main challenge of this collective reflection is
to provide an environment that allows practitioners to learn from each other by reflecting
on their own professional practice experiences (DiSalvo et al. 2017; Beauchamp 2015). By
doing so they can further develop their own theories of practice: the basis to evaluate and
understand their own practice in relation to underlying (often shared) assumptions
(Gardner 2014; Fook 2010).

In this paper, we want to reflect on the kind of environment that helps planning prac-
titioners to collectively reflect-in-action. How can we make a collection of planners, who
do not necessarily know each other, who are not involved in the same planning process,
reflect on decisive transitions taking place in their profession? How can we encourage
them to explore together the values and assumptions that shape their practical experi-
ences? How can we train them to engage in both single- and double-loop learning and
turn critical collective reflection into an inseparable part of the planning discipline?

2. Participation as collective learning

The collective reflective practice we describe and analyse in this paper focuses on tran-
sitions taking place within the domain of participatory planning. Over the last years,
we see a double movement in participatory planning practices. While participatory tra-
jectories are again becoming part of the professional planning standards (a.o. Kuhk et al.
2019) and self-organizational practices are more and more recognized as important
drivers for socio-spatial transformation (a.o, Boonstra 2015; Boonstra and Rawls
2021), the transformative potential of deliberative democratic practice and its possibility
to respond to existing networks of power, is questioned (Zakhour 2020; Metzger,
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Soneryd, and Linke 2017;Gualini 2015; Parker and Street 2015; Campbell, Tait, and
Watkins 2014; Sager 2011).

In conversations with planning practitioners, we felt the need to reflect over these
dynamics taking place within the field of participatory planning. Their contradictory
insights fundamentally challenge planning practice to question underlying mechanisms
and definitions of power, agency, democracy, representation and aligned concepts. To
understand these underlying mechanisms of participatory practice requires planning
practitioners to conceive participation as a set of processes of collective learning in
which ‘(changing) groups of people actively and collectively try to (re)define and test
how, why, what and in relation to who they are organizing themselves’ (De Blust,
Devisch, and Schreurs 2019, 22).

In order to explore and engage with these processes of second-loop learning, we orga-
nized a series of five so-called ‘participation studios’ between 2018 and 2021. During
these studios, we tried to collectively reflect on the transformative potential of participa-
tory planning practice and related (practical) questions such as: how should we organize
a participatory process that is truly open and inclusive? How to diversify the type of
actors that participatory planning? How can we convince involved politicians to invest
in a sustained participatory process? Or how can we stimulate self-organization? We
organized these participation studios as experimental learning trajectories in line with
what one of the pioneers of adult education research describes as

small groups of aspiring adults who desire to keep their minds fresh and vigorous; who
begin to learn by confronting pertinent situations; who dig down into the reservoirs of
their experience before resorting to texts and secondary facts; who are led in the discussion
by teachers who are also seekers after wisdom and not oracles. (Lindeman 1926, 7)

The organizing team of these studios consisted of both academics and practitioners with
expertise in participatory planning. Half of the team was present in all the studios, the
other half changed from studio to studio. Each studio took 4–5 days and was organized
for four participating municipalities or provinces (with an average of eight civil servants
who were professionally involved in participatory planning processes). Each participant
was asked to bring its own case: a finished or ongoing participatory planning project.
Such a project could range from the redesign of a street, over a spatial development
plan, to the design of a regional spatial policy plan.

Each studio was prepared in advance, with detailed scripts, presentations, exercises,
and fill-in templates. But quite often, we had to leave aside our preparations. For instance,
whenever we had the feeling that our approach was not triggering reflection, we adjusted
it. Whenever we had the experience that something was working, we fine-tuned it. And
whenever a participant came up with a proposal, we experimented with it. The result was
an iterative process of both questioning grounding assumptions of democratic practice in
participatory planning and collectively reflecting on new possible ways to respond to
these new insights.

The dynamic of such a process is the result of at least three instances of collective
learning (a) the collective learning within the chosen local participatory planning
process as presented by the participants, (b) the collective learning trajectory that each
of the studios has fostered among the participants and (c) the collective learning of
the organizing team. In this paper, we focus on this last instance of collective learning

1164 S. DE BLUST ET AL.



and our endeavour to set-up an environment that allows practitioners to learn from each
other by reflecting on their own experiences in professional practice.

The reason to focus on our own learning trajectory came from the observation that
after three participation studios (2018–2020), we had the feeling that we developed a
methodology for collective reflection without a clear understanding of the choices,
discussions and design attempts that lead to its conception. In order to share and
implement the methodology, we believed we needed a better understanding of its itera-
tive design process and the key choices we made along the way: which of the choices were
motivated by our observations that double-loop learning as a key level of learning for
collective reflection could be further enhanced? Can we derive principles that would
help spatial planners to reflect over transitions taking place in their daily practice and
organizations?

3. Conjecture mapping

To analyse our own process of collective learning, we, as members of the organizing
team, used the conjecture mapping model of Sandoval (2014). This model helps to
make the choices behind design decisions explicit by distinguishing three building
blocks (Figure 1): (1) the embodiment of a specific design (Sandoval 2014) or what we
call the ‘adjustable process mechanics’: tools and materials, task structures, participant
structures and discursive practices, (2) the mediating processes (Sandoval 2014) or
what we call the ‘observable process dynamics’: the specific manifestations of collective
reflection and interaction that we can observe as a result of adjusting our process mech-
anics and (3) the outcomes (Sandoval 2014) or what we call the ‘experienced learning’:
the degree of learning that we assume took place during the observed process dynamics.

The reasoning behind these three building blocks is that the processmechanics generate
certain process dynamics that produce types of learning (Sandoval 2014, 21). Each time a
design team adjusts the process mechanics, they have expectations regarding the dynamics

Figure 1. Conjecture mapping model (After Sandoval 2014).
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that this change will generate. Sandoval refers to these expectations as ‘design conjectures’.
These conjectures are complemented with ‘theoretical conjectures’ or the expectations a
team has on how these dynamics will influence the degree of learning of its participants.

In this paper, the model of Sandoval was not actively used as a methodology to draft
and question the design of our learning process but as an analytical heuristic for ex-post
evaluation. As discussed, we felt the need after studio 3 to analyse our own learning tra-
jectory. Inspired by the design decisions that were discussed during the preparatory
meetings of the participation studios, we activated the model of Sandoval to analyse
the empirical material we collected during the three participation studios (completed
templates, homework, questionnaires, observation notes from the organizers and
reports of preparatory meetings). In order to stay close to our initial process, we
adapted some of the adjustable process dynamics of Sandoval’s model to better represent
the design choices and discussions that were activated during our collaboration.

Tools & materials were taken together in a focus on ‘learning artefacts’, the task struc-
ture was replaced by a focus on ‘learning content’, analyzing the introduced frameworks
of participatory practice and the participant structure and discursive practice were taken
together in a focus on ‘forms of learning’, tracing how different group constellations were
activated during the participation studios.

In this paper, we try to understand how the adjustment of one of these process mech-
anics (artefacts, content and mode of learning) influenced our understanding of how to
create the right environment for collective reflection. We do this by reconstructing our
Participation Studio Conjecture Map; a map that defines a hierarchy in the dimensions
one can play with to tune an environment for collective reflection; that specifies how par-
ticular settings of these dimensions trigger particular learning dynamics; and that makes
clear how particular dynamics either point at single or double-loop learning.

In the first part of the paper, we shortly introduce each of the participation studios. In
three subsequent parts, we reconstruct our design conjectures for each studio and process
mechanic separately. We code each adjustment based on the idea that each adjustment
(what) is initiated by someone (who) and triggered by something (why). For each observed
dynamic, we specify the learning experience and highlight if we experienced the adjustment
as amomentof double-loop learning: inwhatwaydidweexpect that the adjustment can lead
to a (collective) reflection on the assumptions of participatory planning trajectories?

What lies beyond the focus of our empirical analysis is how the learning that was
stimulated during the studios had a specific impact on the still-ongoing participatory
practices and the professional actions of the participants. We did get indications of
these learning effects in what participants told us in the subsequent session of a
studio, for example, about how they started to approach their professional actions differ-
ently and what conversations they had had with colleagues about the changes they
wanted to make. But an in-depth and nuanced insight into these learning effects requires
a more focused and specific survey after the studios have been completed. Our choice in
this research was entirely on properly mapping the learning opportunities during the
studios and thus opening up the black box of this kind of continuing education initiatives
for participatory planning practitioners.

In the conclusion of this paper, we compare the three participation studios and
describe how conjecture mapping can help to better understand and develop processes
of collective reflection-in professional practice. We describe how we used the learning
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environment, developed throughout the first three studios, in participation studio 4 and 5
and how this can support to introduce similar modes of collective reflection on partici-
patory planning in the professional planning field.

4. Organizing three studios for collective reflection

In Studio 1, we agreed that each organizer, two academics and two practitioners, would
be responsible for one day programme and would select the learning artefacts, content
and modes that he/she considered appropriate. We assumed as theoretical conjectures
that (1) the potential for DLL is higher in case a participant or a participant together
with an organizer takes the initiative to adjust a process mechanic, (2) anticipated and
triggers that belong to the same process mechanics have a lower potential for DLL, as
these types of triggers typically only require minor, technical adjustments and (3) adjust-
ments across multiple process mechanics might likely be the result of DLL.

In Studio 2, we decided to limit the number of learning artefacts, content and modes,
and to use the studio to co-produce a coherent participatory planning narrative. To frame
this narrative, we started the studio with our own definition of participation, namely, as a
process of collective learning. During the studio, we invested quite some time in the devel-
opment of learning artefacts that supported this coproduction process. Towards the end,
we realized that our approach remained too abstract. Instead of spending so much time on
the analysis of finished participatory trajectories, we should have asked the participants to
bring ongoing trajectories in which we could try things out.

In Studio 3, we started with a coherent framework to both analyse and design parti-
cipatory trajectories. We thought we found the ideal combination of learning artefacts,
content and modes. The participants did also react enthusiastically, but to our surprise,
on the last day, it turned that nobody seemed to have experienced DLL. They still asked
us the same questions as on the first day. We decided to organize one extra session,
during which we met with two of the participating organizations separately and
worked on their participatory cases. Finally, things started to work.

A quick scan of the overall trajectory suggests that our learning artefacts evolved from
isolated schemes into one coherent poster structured around a series of DIY exercises.
Our learning content gradually grew from stand-alone concepts into one integrated, narra-
tive on ‘participation as collective learning’. And our learning mode changed from mainly
lecturing and inducing questions by externals in the first studio, to plenary discussion ses-
sions in the second studio, to groupwork sessions in the third studio. In sum, we did make
serious adjustments in all three process mechanics. Where two out of the three mechanics,
learning artefacts and content, evolved in a clear direction, the third mechanic, learning
mode, evolved in different directions. In order to understand howwe expected these adjust-
ments to strengthen DLL, we will look at the observable process dynamics in more detail.

4.1. Participation Studio Vlaams Brabant: a multitude of practical adjustments

Table 1 summarizes the main adjustments that we made throughout our first studio. A
first reading of the table suggests that we adjusted all process mechanics after the first
studio-day. This feels quite logical, given that this was the first time that we organized
such a studio. We mainly made practical adjustments: introducing a studio-book,
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collective sessions, etc. There was no time, or not enough shared experience yet, for deep
reflections on the learning process. On the last studio-day, one of the participants told us
that he made a presentation of what he learned throughout the studio and asked us if he
could present it to the group. What he presented was a scheme that integrated the mul-
titude of participatory concepts that we introduced. He talked about ‘an adjustable hour-
glass model’ and explained how participatory planners should learn to strategically
manage the degree of co-creation during a participatory process. We interpreted this
incident as a clear indication of DLL as this presentation was a serious attempt of a par-
ticipant to integrate the ‘multitude’ that we, as organizers, provided and develop our own
theory of practice. Based on his own experience, the participant selected frameworks that

Table 1. Reconstruction of participation studio Vlaams Brabant.
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could help him to navigate across different perspectives on participatory planning. But,
apart from this ‘incident’, none of the empirical data suggests that there was much DLL
among the other participants, as they kept asking for a manual that they could share with
their colleagues, puzzled by the open format of our studio.

To reconstruct the design conjectures that guided our process design and understand
which choices were motivated by our believe that double-loop learning could be further
enhanced, we use three questions: who initiated each adjustment? Why did he/she do
this? And what did he/she do?

Regarding ‘who’ initiated the adjustments, Table 1 suggests that we, as organizers of
the studio, mainly adjusted the learning artefacts (e.g. the introduction of a studio-
book) and the learning mode (e.g. the introduction of collective reflection sessions). A
lot of adjustments were made collectively, such as the decision that each participant
would bring a participatory project that inspired him/her or the decision to each bring
an inspiring participatory method. According to our theoretical conjectures, these collec-
tive initiatives trigger DLL. They certainly motivated the one participant to spon-
taneously draw up an insightful summary of everything he learned, in turn triggering
us, the organizers, to be more explicit of our own perspective on participatory planning.
This also means that in order for the participants to learn, we needed to make clear that
we were also learning, that we were also trying to find out how different participatory
cases and methods start from different assumptions on agency and power and how
through collective reflection these can be traced.

Regarding ‘why’ these adjustments were made, a recurring trigger seemed to be the
demand for extra clarifications from the participants. The participants struggled with
the learning content, which was too ‘academic’ and the learning artefacts, which were
not considered interactive enough and too remote from their daily planning practice.
At the start of the studio, we anticipated this type of reaction. It was our first time,
after all. But the participants kept on asking for manuals, up to the last day, despite
adjustments such as the collective decisions to all bring in more cases and methods.
We observed that bringing in more cases led to a shift from thinking in participatory
moments to participatory processes and challenged the participants to reflect on their
own actions but did not trigger the development of their own theories of practice.
Going through all our empirical material (Table 1) shows that there were, in fact,
many triggers that could have led to DLL (e.g. we invited a pedagogue to participate
in the studio in order to assess our approach), but it took us until the last studio-day
to finally realize that we not only needed to adjust the learning artefacts and mode but
also our learning content. We were mainly occupied with small technical adjustments
like how to keep track of the notes of the participants, how to make the participants
exchange experiences, etc. This prevented us from deeper reflection and more drastic
adjustments.

Regarding ‘what’ changed, Table 1 shows one adjustment that covers multiple mech-
anics, namely the decision, on the last studio-day, to invite external experts (learning
mode) challenged the participants to make posters (learning artefacts) on which they
had to summarize their lessons-learned. The table also shows two incremental adjust-
ments. The first one was triggered by the recurring demand for extra clarifications,
leading to the gradual introduction of more collective reflection moments. The second
incremental adjustment was the decision (made during the collective evaluation at the
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end of the second studio-day) to ask the participants to bring their own cases, which later
triggered the decision to discuss with the other participants the methods they already are
using in their own participatory practices.

In sum, our unorganized multitude only seemed to trigger DLL with one of the par-
ticipants; the one who spontaneously brought his own summary. If we look at Table 1
from the perspective of the adjustable process mechanics, then it becomes clear that
we made quite some adjustments, but that these hardly ever cover multiple mechanics.
We did play around with the learning artefacts (e.g. from individual templates to one
studio-book, to three studio-books) and we did change the learning mode (e.g. intro-
duced collective reflection and evaluation moments). Some of these adjustments were
iterative, but they never crossed mechanics, except on the last day where we asked the
participants to develop posters (a new learning artefact) and present these to externals
(a new learning mode). Table 1 also shows that it was mainly us, the organizers, who
introduced adjustments. The collective evaluations at the end of each studio-day did
trigger some collective decisions, but these typically remained limited to practical
improvements without generating deep collective insights. It took us until the final
day, on which all triggers – the posters, the summary, the external experts, the collective
evaluations – seemed to hint at an important insight, namely that what we were lacking
was a coherent narrative on participatory planning; one that was in tune with the daily
practices of the participants. More importantly, what we seemed to have realized, is that
we needed to develop such a coherent narrative together with the participants.

4.2. Participation Studio Antwerpen: reflecting collectively on ongoing
participatory trajectories

Based on our experiences with our first studio, we decided to introduce a more coherent
focus in our unorganized multitude. As Table 2 makes clear, we did introduce several
adjustments on the first studio-day. The main adjustment was to start from an own
definition of participation as collective learning (starting from the existence of
different parallel coalitions of actions and the need to strategically navigate between
them) and to use this definition to collectively question and deconstruct the participatory
trajectories of the participants. We assumed that starting from an own working definition
of participation instead of a loose set of methodological frameworks would help to
directly introduce a different reading of participatory practice while giving them room
to explore how this helps to trace and engage with power differences.

What Table 2 also shows is that we kept on adjusting the process mechanics. This
either means that our new approach did not work or that it did work, but that we
kept on finding new ways to improve it.

What stands out after the first analysis of Table 2 is that we agreed, on the second
studio-day, to do every activity collectively. This was triggered by the unexpected
absence of one-third of our participants and organizers on that day. It remained our
learning mode for all the other studio-days. What also stands out is that we kept on
adjusting our learning artefacts to make them truly interactive. Both these adjustments
suggest that we were deliberately working, with the participants, on the writing of a
coherent narrative, neatly in line with what we, at the end of our first studio, argued
to be a precondition for DLL. Table 2 also shows a third remarkable adjustment,
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namely the collective decision, also on the second studio-day, to allow one participant to
bring in the participatory trajectory that she was engaged in at that moment. In the first
studio, we asked the participants to only bring finished cases, in order to then look back

Table 2. Reconstruction of participation studio Antwerpen.
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and exchange experiences. The participants evidently did translate their insights to
running cases, but they did this individually. From that second studio-day, all partici-
pants started bringing along ongoing participatory trajectories on which they then
reflected collectively. This would later turn out to be a crucial adjustment.

Regarding ‘who’ initiated each adjustment, just like in the first studio, it only took until
the second studio-day for the participants to propose changes. One of these collective
decisions, namely, to discuss everything in the plenum, made it clear for the participants
that we, as organizers, were also learning. This became very obvious as we simply could
not answer all their questions. The recurring question was, for instance, how to introduce
amorediverse group of people in participatory trajectories.We tried to answer it collectively
by both discussing the possibility to approach a participatory process as a series of parallel
trajectories, allowing to directly respond to a diversity of needs, and exploring different
modes of non-violent communication to trace those needs and make them explicit.

The insight that the organizers were also there to learn, combined with the fact that we
were a small group, made one of the participants feel confident enough to ask the group if
they could help her with her ongoing participatory project. ‘We had a big event yesterday
and things did not work out as expected. I have no idea what to do next’. We immediately
agreed and saw it as an opportunity to make abstract concepts more tangible. At first, this
spontaneous adjustment may read like an SLL reflex, a practical change in our approach,
but as we will illustrate later, it turned out to be the start of a process of DLL.

Regarding ‘why’ we adjusted, Table 2 makes clear that the lessons that we drew from
our previous studio were our main trigger to introduce changes. Besides, there seem to
have been quite some non-anticipated triggers, such as the absence of participants and
organizers (on both day 2 and 3), the participant asking advice on her participatory
case, a participant introducing the concept of participation culture, etc. Our initial theor-
etical conjecture was that these non-anticipated triggers form the ideal ground for DLL.
Whether or not this was the case in this studio, we did embrace all these triggers and
adjusted our process mechanics: we worked collectively, we dived into the ongoing
case and discussed how to start changing the participatory culture of the organizations
of which the participants were part. Note that, though these triggers might not be antici-
pated, they are related, with one trigger triggering the others. Working collectively
created the right conditions for the participants to propose ongoing cases and introduce
new concepts during the studio (Table 2).

Regarding ‘what’ was adjusted, the reconstruction suggests that we mainly worked on
the learning artefacts, spurred by changes in the learning mode (all activities were orga-
nized collectively) and the learning content (a running case). There is one series of small
adjustments: we began with one fill-in template, added open templates, and finally
reworked everything into a gamified set of fill-in cards. In our theoretical conjectures,
we argued that such incremental changes suggest a searching process and thus could
enhance DLL. In hindsight, this indeed proved to be the case, as the gamified set of
cards led to three basic questions that will structure the third studio: (1) how do I
start a collective learning trajectory? (2) how do I steer a collective learning trajectory?
and (3) how do I introduce a participatory culture in my organization?

In sum, our second studio did generate quite some room for DLL, partly triggered by a
series of coincidences but also by a consistent search for interactive and coherent learning
artefacts. Table 2 suggests that we mostly made adjustments that cover multiple
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mechanics. The introduction of a collective template, for instance, was reinforced by the
decision to keep all discussions collective. Or the (spontaneous) decision to also reflect on
an ongoing case led to the decision to work with blank templates. Table 2 also suggests
that most adjustments were discussed and agreed upon collectively. For instance, each
time an organizer or a participant introduced a new concept, we collectively positioned
it within the common narrative that we were developing as a group. This is quite different
from the first studio in which one participant surprised us on the final day with his own
synthesis.

Our main insight came at the end of the final studio-day, when we realized that DLL
not only required a (collective) reflection-on-action but also reflection-in-action. Other-
wise, things remain too abstract, too remote from the practice of the participants, and
thus unable to (fundamentally) change this practice. We already wrote that participants
started to make these reflections-in-action by themselves: one, in her ongoing case;
others, in discussions with colleagues. During these moments of reflection, the partici-
pants started discussing how to introduce a strategic understanding of participation
that allows to navigate between different participatory collectives. At the end of our
second studio, we realized that this reflection-in-action should be part of our next studio.

4.3. Participation Studio Limburg: redesign-exercises of participatory practices

Following our insights from our second studio, we decided to focus more explicitly on
reflection-in-action in Studio Limburg. We agreed that in the morning session of each
studio-day, we would analyse finished cases, just like we did in the previous studios.
But that we would, in the afternoon sessions, redesign these cases by practicing the
insights that each of us gained during the morning.

We decided to structure the analysis around the three, so-called, ‘basic questions’
which we formulated on the basis of the gamified template that we used on the final
day of our second studio: (1) how do I start a collective learning trajectory? (2) how
do I steer a collective learning trajectory? and (3) how do I introduce a participatory
culture in my organization? We summarized these questions on a poster and included
sub-questions, exercises and templates, which should all help to answer these basic ques-
tions. By working on three basic questions, we thought we could introduce a more
complex and power-sensitive understanding of participatory planning by adopting a
step-by-step approach: first working on diversifying the collectives that one works
with during a participation trajectory (question 1), then redefining the different activities
of this trajectory in order to connect the diversified collectives at strategic moments in
time (question 2) and finally reflecting on how this notion on participation can be intro-
duced in larger (planning oriented) administrative structures (question 3).

The course of the afternoon sessions was less predetermined. We agreed upon the
content of the redesign-exercises together with participants, so these would relate to
the participatory challenges that they were struggling with in their daily practice at
that moment. Some of the afternoon sessions were supervised by us, some by external
practitioners. Each brought their own learning artefacts and content to the studio.

Table 3 illustrates that we radically altered our studio compared to the previous one,
but that we hardly introduced any changes during the studio. It appears that we had the
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feeling that our approach worked. Until the last day, when we agreed upon a drastic
adjustment, namely, to organize two extra coaching sessions.

Table 3 does not give us many clues on whether these adjustments led to DLL. The
amount of process dynamics is so low that our theoretical conjectures do not help us
out here. There are no non-anticipated activities. All adjustments, except for one on
the second studio-day, were planned. There are no collective decisions to change, and

Table 3. Reconstruction of participation studio Limburg.
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there are no incremental changes. This could either mean that we were in the process of
DLL from the start or that there was no DLL at all. The empirical data suggests that we
initially believed in the first scenario. On the first studio-day, the participants reacted
positively to our poster, our definition, the cases, the exercises, etc. There were many
‘eureka’moments: ‘Does this mean that we could use participatory activities in a strategic
way’ or ‘So, we do not always have to strive for a representative segment of the commu-
nity’. Encouraged by so much enthusiasm, we kept on going along the same track. Until
the last studio-day when, against all expectations, one of the participating organizations
expressed that ‘we still do not know what to do next’. In hindsight, we overlooked quite
some signals that suggested that not all participants were engaged in DLL. Already on the
evaluation of the second studio-day, one of the participants told us that ‘today was very
interesting, but we are not ready for this’. Similar remarks were made during the evalu-
ation of the third day ‘fantastic exercises, but we lack the expertise to apply this in our
organisation’. ‘Though we would really like to, we simply lack the time to do all this’.
On the last day, it finally got to us. The participants simply did not see how they
could adopt their insights into their organizations, despite all our exercises. So, maybe
the second conjecture (there was no DLL) was more correct?

Let us, in search of explanations, make a more detailed analysis of our empirical
material. We will again begin with looking at ‘who’ introduced the adjustments. As
argued earlier, we hardly made any changes during the studio. We must have assumed
that we had developed the most effective approach and therefore, no more changes
were needed. One of the reasons why this might not have been the case, is that our
approach had become too coherent, leaving no room for the collective writing of a
narrative. Maybe we were so happy with the reactions on the first studio-day that we
kept on playing the role of teachers hoping for more eureka moments. In hindsight, it
was us who reflected on each studio-day, not the participants. It was us who developed
the basic questions and sub-questions, not the participants. We had already forgotten the
lessons-learned after the first studio. During the collective evaluation on the last day, we
agreed to go for two extra coaching sessions. However, it was again us who prepared
these sessions.

Regarding ‘why’ these adjustments were introduced, Table 3 makes clear that the pre-
vious studio is again the main trigger. Once again, this trigger results in adjustments over
all three process mechanics. The collective evaluations at the end of each studio-day seem
to have only triggered small, practical adjustments in the course of the studio. The most
crucial trigger appears only at the end. As argued earlier, there were signs from the
second studio-day onwards, but we simply did not notice them. Until one of the partici-
pants boldly stated that ‘The studio did not deliver what it promised. It did not help us
improve our participatory process’. We definitely did not anticipate this reaction. That
was the moment when we realized that switching between ‘reflection-on-action’ and
‘reflection-in-action’ is not evident. It requires insight in the capabilities of each partici-
pant, and more specifically, in how aware the participant is of the participatory culture
that he/she is part of, his/her position in this organization, his/her capability to challenge
this culture, etc. These insights became even more clear to us after the two extra sessions.

Finally, regarding ‘what’ was changed, there seems to be only one adjustment that was
not planned at the start of the studio, namely the decision to also frame the afternoon
exercises with other design frameworks (e.g. introducing the approach of non-violent

EUROPEAN PLANNING STUDIES 1175



communication). Judging from the feedback of the participants, these exercises seemed
to work very well: they were hands on and immediately deployable. We planned, from
the beginning, to develop a game (i.e. a new learning artefact) that would integrate all
concepts and exercises. Again, the participants reacted enthusiastically. In hindsight,
the game did help the participants to see the bigger narrative, it helped to literally experi-
ence the strategic potential of a more political understanding of participation: thinking in
strategic alliances, adapting activities to changes in the process, changing the own parti-
cipatory culture of an organization by shifting roles in participatory trajectories, but it did
not help them to link this narrative to the particularities of their own daily practice.

Regarding the two extra sessions, Table 3 shows how we made ‘radical’ adjustments,
across all three process mechanics. According to our initial conjectures, this hints at DLL.
These adjustments did indeed lead to a completely new approach for our fourth studio.
We decided to drop the poster and work with a set of cards. These are, on the one hand,
more open than the poster as they do not impose any hierarchy between concepts. One
can always reshuffle them. At the same time, we made the cards more self-explanatory, so
that the exercises needed less introduction. This allowed for more informal use, during
which the participants could just ‘play around’ with the cards. We hoped that this would
trigger more collective reflection.

In sum, our third studio imposed a very ‘closed’ narrative on participatory planning,
summarized in a poster and a game (learning artefacts) and a limited set of balanced con-
cepts (learning content), resulting in a hierarchical relation between organizers and par-
ticipants (learning mode). The narrative did at first inspire the participants – ‘we can also
work differently’ – but at the same time overwhelmed them ‘we are not equipped to do all
this’. This made us realize that to truly learn, we not only needed to reflect on/in the cases
but also on/in the participatory culture of the organizations involved in these cases. Do
the organizations have the capability to implement the activities that we develop for our
participatory case? Do we first need to restructure the organization of our own studio
before we can continue our trajectory?

5. Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to reflect on the kind of processes that could help planning
practitioners to reflect-in-action. We argued that this required a collective double-loop
learning process which we defined as a process of critical reflection during which a col-
lective of planners questions and redefines the values and assumptions on which they rely
when they facilitate participatory planning trajectories. We adopted the approach of con-
jecture mapping (Sandoval 2014) to analyse an intuitively designed process of collective
reflection in order to understand why we expected some of the adjustments that we made
along the way to trigger DLL.

This reconstruction resulted in theParticipationStudioConjectureMap, amoredetailed
description of the process mechanics that were activated during the studios (Figure 2).

Regarding our ‘learning artefacts’, we observed that we started with isolated schemes
and ended with one coherent poster structured around three sets of exercises. The
detailed analysis of how we adjusted these learning artefacts throughout the three
studios led to a first design conjecture, namely that DLL requires artefacts that
support both collective reflection-on-action and individual-reflection-in-action. Each
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participant is involved in his/her own participatory project. The artefacts should help
these participants to exchange experiences gained during these projects. This requires
structured collective reflection-on-action. What do we have in common? What is par-
ticular to my own situation? But it should also help them to apply insights from these
collective reflections back into their individual projects. This requires individual reflec-
tion-in-action. How will I translate it back to my process? And into my organization?

Regarding our ‘learning content’, we observed that our concepts and frameworks
gradually grew more integrated, from an unorganized multitude into one coherent nar-
rative on ‘participation as collective learning’. The detailed analysis of how we played
around with the learning content throughout the three studios led to a second design
conjecture, namely that DLL requires the participatory development of a coherent nar-
rative, involving both the participants and the organizers.

Regarding our ‘learning mode’, we made the initial observation that there was no clear
evolution: it changed from mainly individual reflections supported by externals in the
first studio, to collective sessions in the second studio, to group sessions in the third
studio. The detailed analysis led to a third design conjecture, namely that DLL requires
insights in the capabilities to change, both of the participants and of the organizations
that these participants are part of. This means in particular that the dynamic of a learning
trajectory depends on the capability of the collective to reflect together, to develop a nar-
rative together, to work out proposals together (that fit within this narrative), to try these
proposals individually, to then reflect again, translate it back into the narrative, etc.

Figure 2. Participation studio conjecture map after studio 1–3.
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When we look closely at the analysis of our three participation studios, it becomes clear
that there is no such thing as an ideal trajectory (or an ideal integration of the three
described process mechanics). Turning each group of participants into a unique learning
collective requires a unique learning trajectory. Participants arrive with different
experiences, belong to different types of organizations, possess different capabilities to
adopt insights in their practice; have different capabilities to function in a learning collec-
tive; etc.

In studios 4 and 5, we tried to integrate these insights and the Participation Studio
Conjecture Map that we developed during the first three studios (Figure 2). We began
with scanning the group of participants, as the reconstruction of our first three studios
made clear that how we enter our conjecture map (i.e. how we choose the initial settings
of our mechanics [e.g. more or less theory; more or less groupwork; etc.]) should be in
tune with the collective capacities of the group.

In participation studio 4, all participants were currently engaged in participatory pro-
cesses that were stuck. Key actors simply refused to continue; committees only wanted to
take up the role of ‘watchdog’ or local policy makers could not reach a consensus on how
to continue. In line with our conjecture map, we, therefore, decided to keep the amount
of theory (learning content) low and focus on going through the exercises (learning arte-
facts) in duo’s (mode of learning) with the aim to develop concrete action-plans with
which each of the participants could then start to address their particular participatory
situations. This approach worked until session 2 when one of the participants concluded
‘The first session was really hands-on. It made sense. But today things became really
complex. I lost the link between all the exercises’. We saw others nod in agreement.
As all our exercises were based on learning theories, we decided to collectively analyse
their action-plans with the help of some of these theories. And it worked.

At first I thought that the second exercise was nothing new, but then I realised that it is in
fact turning things around and no longer approaches participation as a means to get a better
project but uses projects to get better participation.

In participation studio 5, all participants were about to start the next phase in their par-
ticipatory processes and were all eager to experiment. In order to tap into this energy, we
decided to again keep the theory low (learning content) and focus on the exercises (learn-
ing artefacts), but this time not in groups but collectively (mode) as they all wanted to get
as much practical input as possible. We saw everyone drawing their own action plans and
trying things out in their own cases parallel to the studio.

In both studios, we did not have to develop any new learning artefacts, include other
learning theories, or invent alternative modes of working together. The components of
our Participation Studio Conjecture Map that became more and more precise during
the first three studios were there and represented in a set of cards that we could use in
a flexible manner. What did call for our full attention was to make sure that the initial
setting of our mechanics was in tune with our learning collective.

We started this paper with the observation that collective learning-in-action is an
essential part of the planning profession to discover and sharpen its transformative
potential. The participation studios were the first test to install a safe haven to reflect
and experiment with an environment that allows to rethink assumptions (of participa-
tory planning) and new professional practices.
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After running and analysing five participation studios, it became clear how learning
to reflect collectively needs to realign the (collective) critical analysis of planning prac-
tice with a reflection on the professional (learning community) and organizational
(learning environment) dimensions of planning. In order to be successful, the collec-
tive learning trajectory in the studio needed to be organized in relation to the collective
learning trajectories of the cases and in relation to the collective learning trajectory of
the organizing team to acknowledge the variety of professional positions and expec-
tations that form a group.

The analysis described in this paper gives a first idea on how such a triple process of
learning can be structured and as such introduced in a variety of planning organizations.
Not as a blueprint or fixed methodology but as an active process of navigating in and with
the collective learning trajectory of the very different engaged learning communities, the
different represented cases and the existing learning environments of the involved organ-
izations. The Participation Studio Conjecture Map helps to make the different directions
a process of collective reflection can take explicit by deciding which process mechanics to
activate and how to acknowledge the positions and room for manoeuvre of the individual
members of the learning collective.
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