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This study demonstrates how grassroots and extended planners navigate urban governance contradictions by
turning conflict into opportunities for learning and collaboration. Using a contested green space project in Sinza
D, Dar es Salaam, as a case, it applies Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), expansive learning, and the
ChangeLab framework to trace how shifting roles, fractured alliances, and cycles of reflection produced four
distinct learning trajectories.

After more than a year of mobilisation, a four-month Extended ChangeLab was carried out through a series of
structured activities, including resident consultations, negotiation meetings, reflection sessions, and a dissem-
ination campaign. These engaged grassroots leaders, a community-established Green Space Committee (GSC),
residents, and adjacent actors. Within a Participatory Action Research (PAR) design, the researcher combined
facilitation with participant observation while systematically documenting interactions and artefacts such as
minutes, maps, and letters.

Findings show that documentation, initially fragmented and contested, became a shared artefact that fostered
transparency, legitimacy, and accountability, while reshaping relationships and supporting collective decision-
making. The study reconceptualises the ChangeLab as a mobile, embedded learning infrastructure suited to hybrid
governance contexts where formal authority and informal practices intersect. It advances methodological and

practical insights for strengthening participatory urban governance in rapidly growing African cities.

1. Introduction

Across the globe, communities mobilise to fill persistent gaps left
by state institutions, creating alternative forms of everyday governance
(Apostolopoulou et al., 2022; Horelli et al., 2015). This phenomenon,
referred to as community-led urban governance, describes the ways
residents collectively organise to address service and infrastructure
deficits through informal or semi-formal practices rooted in daily life
(Huybrechts et al., 2024; Kaufman & Dilla Alfonso, 1997). Grounded at
the grassroots, such practices draw on local agency, situated knowledge,
and communal organisation (Apostolopoulou et al., 2022; Smith et al.,
2014).

In Tanzania, community-led initiatives include informal infras-
tructure repairs and the reclamation of public spaces, emerging as
important forms of everyday governance (Huybrechts et al., 2024;
JamiiForums, 2025). Similar dynamics are evident across Africa:
neighbourhood-level actions secure access to housing and services in
Senegal, Uganda, and Zimbabwe (Varnai et al., 2019); umudugudu res-
idents in Rwanda maintain local infrastructure (Ono & Adrien, 2024);
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and informal settlements in South Africa sustain participatory upgrading
through communal effort and social solidarity (Georgiadou et al., 2021).
Taken together, these initiatives respond to persistent gaps in service de-
livery while also expressing local agency and self-organisation (Andrew
& Issa, 2025; Smith et al., 2014; Zapata Campos, 2019). Yet despite their
transformative potential, they remain largely outside formal planning
frameworks, often dismissed as temporary or informal, and overlooked
in both policy and academic discourse (Apostolopoulou et al., 2022;
Smith et al., 2014).

This challenge became evident in the Sinza D green space initia-
tive, where a community-led project stalled for nearly four months af-
ter adjacent residents rejected the proposed design. In the absence of
effective documentation, such as plans, records, and agreements that
could stabilise shared meaning, the initiative fractured, roles became
contested, and negotiations stalled. What appeared as a local conflict
reflected a broader challenge in community-led governance: without
systematic documentation, visibility, legitimacy, and coordination re-
main constrained (Botero & Saad-Sulonen, 2018; Majogoro et al., 2025).
Documentation in this context is not merely administrative: it is a polit-
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ical and relational tool that legitimises action, stabilises shared mean-
ing, and facilitates accountability among diverse actors (Botero & Saad-
Sulonen, 2018; Majogoro et al., 2025). Its absence obscures roles and
responsibilities, allowing contradictions and disputes to persist unre-
solved.

To interrogate how such contradictions are surfaced and navi-
gated in participatory urban initiatives, this study draws on Cultural-
Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), a framework for analysing collec-
tive activity systems and the tensions that drive their transformation
(Engestrom, 2001; Engestrom & Sannino, 2010). CHAT highlights how
contradictions within an activity system act as drivers of change and
innovation, disrupting routines and opening possibilities for reconfigu-
ration. Expansive learning theory, closely linked to CHAT, explains how
new practices emerge through cycles of questioning, modelling, imple-
menting, and reflecting, particularly when contradictions demand col-
lective problem solving (Virkkunen & Newnham, 2013). While typically
applied in more bounded institutional settings, this study adapts expan-
sive learning theory to the fragmented governance context of Tanzanian
urban sub-wards, where authority is dispersed, alliances are fragile, and
documentation practices are weak.

In this setting, represented by the Mtaa government office, grass-
roots leaders often act as extended planners, performing tasks similar
to professional urban planners but embedded within local political and
administrative structures (Majogoro et al., 2025). Extended planners
mediate disputes, facilitate upgrading, and connect residents to higher-
level institutions, effectively bridging the gap between formal planning
logics and everyday community practices. Yet their role is increasingly
unsettled by the entry of urban entrepreneurs, actors with greater in-
stitutional resources and market-driven logics, which introduces new
power asymmetries and shifts the balance of grassroots-led governance
(Apostolopoulou et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2014).

To respond to these tensions, this study employs the Change-
Lab method, a dialogical approach developed within expansive learn-
ing theory that enables participants to collaboratively examine prac-
tices, renegotiate roles, and co-develop responses to shared challenges
(Engestrom, 2001; Virkkunen & Newnham, 2013). Here, it is opera-
tionalised as an adapted, context-sensitive application of the ChangeLab
method, the extended ChangeLab, tailored to the realities of sub-ward
governance. Unlike conventional workshop-based ChangeLabs, the ex-
tended ChangeLab unfolds in situ, embedded within everyday gover-
nance practices, and emphasises documentation as a shared artefact for
accountability and institutional memory.

This study makes two interrelated contributions. First, it critically
reflects on the evolving position of the extended planner in the context
of increasing entrepreneurial influence within urban governance. Sec-
ond, it demonstrates the extended ChangeLab as an adapted, context-
sensitive application of the ChangeLab method, reinterpreted here
as a flexible intervention for facilitating expansive learning in con-
tested and institutionally fluid settings (Apostolopoulou et al., 2022;
Huybrechts et al., 2024; Kaufman & Dilla Alfonso, 1997). Together,
these contributions offer a framework for understanding and navigat-
ing the complex, often unstable dynamics of community-led planning in
rapidly transforming African cities.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews
literature on grassroots planning, documentation, and learning-based
approaches, including CHAT and the ChangeLab. Section 3 outlines the
methodology and introduces the case context. Section 4 presents and
discusses the findings across four learning trajectories, focusing on frag-
mentation, evolving leadership, and documentation. Section 5 reflects
on the implications of the extended ChangeLab for grassroots learning
and planning.

2. Grassroots urban planning and the role of extended planners

Grassroots actors have long been recognised as central to urban plan-
ning in contexts where formal state-led service delivery is weak or frag-
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mented (Apostolopoulou et al., 2022; Kaufman & Dilla Alfonso, 1997;
Smith et al., 2014). In Tanzania, such actors include both community
members and Mtaa government leaders, who mediate between residents
and municipal authorities (Magina et al., 2020; Manara & Pani, 2023;
Ngowi et al., 2022). Majogoro et al. (2025) conceptualise Mtaa leaders
as extended planners: figures who, though not professionally trained,
perform essential planning functions such as mobilising resources, fa-
cilitating dialogue, and coordinating neighbourhood-level upgrading
(Huybrechts et al., 2024; Manara & Pani, 2023).

What distinguishes extended planners from professional planners is
not technical expertise but the source of their authority. As Kaufman and
Dilla Alfonso (1997) and Smith et al. (2014) demonstrate, grassroots
leaders draw their legitimacy directly from community members. Their
ability to act rests on trust, embedded knowledge, and responsiveness to
local needs, which allows them to mobilise collective action and frame
development priorities from below (Huybrechts et al., 2024; Smith et al.,
2014). Through these collaborations, communities begin to question ex-
isting practices and reimagine their own trajectories of development.

This hybridity makes extended planners vital intermediaries, op-
erating within formal administrative structures while enacting plan-
ning practices that are relational, situated, and often perceived as
informal (Majogoro et al., 2025; Huybrechts et al., 2024). Yet, as
Majogoro et al. (2025) note, these practices are also limited by weak
documentation and record-keeping, which constrain transparency and
accountability. Moreover, the growing presence of urban entrepreneurs,
politically connected developers, and NGOs introduces new dynam-
ics of power, often challenging or co-opting grassroots-led processes
(Huybrechts et al., 2024).

Against this backdrop, it becomes crucial to embrace and critically
reflect on the practices of extended planners, not as peripheral or tem-
porary, but as central to understanding how urban change is negoti-
ated at the grassroots through community-led urban governance. Doing
so requires questioning conventional planning practices and recognis-
ing grassroots planning as a dynamic site of collaboration, contestation,
and learning. This study advances this perspective by examining how
extended planners navigate contradictions and external disruptions, us-
ing CHAT, expansive learning theory, and the Extended ChangeLab as
conceptual tools.

2.1. Theoretical framework: CHAT, expansive learning theory, and the
changelab

CHAT provides a conceptual foundation for understanding human
activity as historically situated, collectively organised, and mediated
by tools, rules, and social relationships (Engestrom, 2001; Yamagata-
Lynch, 2010). Central to CHAT is the notion that activity systems
are not static but develop through contradictions, systemic tensions
that emerge within or between the components of a system (Cong-
Lem, 2022; Engestrom, 2001). These contradictions serve as engines
of change, prompting reflection, conflict, and ultimately, transforma-
tion when actors engage with them collectively (Antoniadou, 2011;
Engestrom, 2001; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).

A key aspect of CHAT is the role of mediating artefacts, instruments
such as maps, documents, diagrams, or visual models, that help partic-
ipants make sense of problems, coordinate action, and stabilise mean-
ing (Engestrom, 2001; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). Importantly, artefacts
are not inherently meaningful; they become tools through a process of
re-mediation, whereby users appropriate and adapt them for purpose-
ful action (Engestrom & Sannino, 2010; Virkkunen & Newnham, 2013).
This process unfolds through what is known as double stimulation: in-
dividuals or groups face a challenging situation (the first stimulus) and
are presented with an external artefact (the second stimulus) that helps
them reinterpret and respond to the contradiction (Virkkunen & Newn-
ham, 2013). In this study, artefacts such as public posters and meeting
notes were not merely representations of planning; through repeated
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cycles of use, they were transformed into instruments for learning, ne-
gotiation, and collective decision-making.

Building on CHAT, expansive learning theory offers a model of how
transformation occurs not through knowledge transmission but through
the collective redefinition of shared activity in response to contradic-
tions (Engestrom & Sannino, 2010). The learning process is structured
through a series of actions: questioning, analysing, modelling, exam-
ining, implementing, reflecting, and consolidating (Engestrom, 2001;
Engestrom & Sannino, 2010). These actions are presented as ideal-
typical stages; however, in practice, whether in formal ChangeLabs
or informal settings, they often emerge non-linearly and iteratively,
shaped by local contingencies, relationships, and shifting power dynam-
ics (Virkkunen & Newnham, 2013). Expansive learning thus unfolds not
in smooth trajectories, but in cycles of disruption and reconstruction,
often mediated by the introduction and adaptation of tools that support
new forms of collaboration (Engestrom & Sannino, 2010; Sannino et al.,
2016).

To support such learning processes, Engestrom and colleagues devel-
oped the Change Laboratory (ChangeLab) as a formative intervention
methodology providing a structured, dialogical space for participants to
surface contradictions and co-design new practices (Virkkunen & Newn-
ham, 2013). Traditionally applied in bounded institutional settings
such as schools and hospitals, ChangeLabs utilise tools such as mirror-
data, historical timelines, and conceptual models to facilitate collabo-
rative reflection and experimentation (Boni, 2023; Virkkunen & Newn-
ham, 2013). Mirror-data, as Virkkunen and Newnham (2013) note, func-
tions explicitly as a mediating tool that supports the reflective, dialogi-
cal process by rendering practice problems and systemic contradictions
visible. Such artefacts help stabilise shared understanding, mediate in-
teraction, and support the evolution of new roles and rules (Kris &
Ellen, 2017; Virkkunen & Newnham, 2013).

In complex urban contexts characterised by polycentric gover-
nance, institutional fragmentation, and informal agency, the Change-
Lab method developed by Engestrom and colleagues requires adapta-
tion. While Urban Living Labs (ULLs) offer valuable frameworks for
co-creation and experimentation by convening diverse stakeholders to
address urban challenges (Boni, 2023; Bulkeley et al., 2016; Kris &
Ellen, 2017), they often presuppose stable governance structures, re-
source continuity, and clearly defined institutional roles, conditions
rarely present in more fluid or contested urban environments (Ersoy &
Van Bueren, 2020; Voytenko et al., 2016). As a result, both ChangeLabs
and ULLs risk becoming bounded interventions that do not evolve with
the realities of the communities they engage with.

This study advances the notion of an Extended ChangeLab, one that
shifts the locus of learning from external facilitation to the lived con-
tradictions and reorganisations of grassroots actors themselves. Rather
than treating learning as something orchestrated within fixed partici-
patory spaces, the Extended ChangeLab embraces learning as a socially
and historically situated process, unfolding through everyday struggles
over land, legitimacy, and collective action. Here, learning is not in-
jected into the system from outside but emerges from within, shaped by
the very practices, alliances, and realignments that community members
generate in response to structural tensions. In this way, the lab becomes
not a container but a living trajectory, more attuned to the rhythms and
uncertainties of urban transformation.

3. Methodology to set up an extended change lab

The study was conducted in Sinza D, a sub-ward of Dar es Salaam,
Tanzania, where a residual green space, originally protected as a river
buffer zone, became the focus of a community-led planning initia-
tive. After more than a year of mobilisation and participatory design
(Bodker et al., 2022), the process reached an impasse when adjacent
residents rejected the proposed plans, exposing a contradiction between
collective aspirations and individual land-use claims. In response, local
stakeholders, including the Green Space Committee (GSC), Mtaa Gov-
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ernment Leaders (MGL, conceptualised as extended planners), and the
researcher, reorganised to confront the blockage through reflective and
dialogic actions.

This rupture catalysed what is here termed an Extended Change-
Lab: an adaptive learning process rooted in contradictions of grassroots
practice. Building on Engestrom’s ChangeLab methodology (Virkkunen
& Newnham, 2013), the Extended ChangeLab differs in its embedded-
ness within governance processes that straddle formal and informal
systems. Rather than following a predefined workshop cycle, it un-
folded organically through community-driven improvisation over four
months (February-May 2025), producing seven participatory activities
that gradually worked through the contradiction.

3.1. Participants, researcher positionality, and ethics

Participation emerged naturally, as actors were already embedded
in the conflict and directly affected by decisions. The researcher did not
impose formal selection criteria; stakeholders joined as issues arose. For
example, in the first bilateral meeting with MGL, leaders resolved to pur-
sue a social rather than legal response, choosing resident engagement
over escalation to municipal authorities. Subsequent participants, in-
cluding adjacent residents, GSC members, religious leaders, and a lodge
owner, were drawn in through ongoing deliberation.

The researcher, working within a Participatory Action Research
(PAR) design (Bgdker et al., 2022; Kindon et al., 2009), initially took on
a facilitative role but gradually shifted toward participant-observation
as grassroots actors assumed leadership. Ethical clearance was obtained
from relevant authorities, and the researcher carried an official permis-
sion letter for all engagements. At meetings, the researcher was intro-
duced by community representatives and explicitly recorded in meeting
minutes as “researcher,” reinforcing transparency, positionality, and ac-
countability. Informed consent was sought verbally, consistent with the
dialogical character of the process.

3.2. Data collection and analysis

The Extended ChangeLab was structured through seven participa-
tory activities: coordination meetings between the researcher and MGL
(4 participants); a consultation with adjacent residents (9 participants);
a joint reflection session between GSC and MGL that agreed to involve
a religious leader and political party representative (5 participants); an
internal MGL reflection (4 participants); a negotiation between the GSC
chairperson, an adjacent resident, and a lodge owner; a follow-up con-
sultation with resistant residents (14 participants); and a poster-based
dissemination campaign. Each activity was documented through field
notes, audio recordings, and mediating artefacts such as meeting min-
utes, maps, and letters.

Analysis drew on CHAT and Expansive Learning Theory, focus-
ing on contradictions as triggers for transformation. CHAT elements:
subjects, tools, rules, community, division of labour, and object
(Engestrom, 2000), were used to trace how grassroots actors framed
problems, redefined roles, and adapted tools. Special attention was paid
to mediating artefacts, which not only communicated but also stabilised
meaning, enabled coordination, and shaped decision-making.

3.3. Limitations

This study draws on a single case, limiting generalisability. How-
ever, the historical depth of Sinza D, an area formally planned yet in-
crementally reshaped by grassroots agency, offers a rich lens into how
community-led planning unfolds within contested governance environ-
ments.

4. Findings and discussion

This section presents and discusses findings from seven participatory
activities facilitated through an Extended ChangeLab process within a
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Fig. 1. Expansive Learning Cycle 1 showing initial coordination and problem framing.

contested green space initiative in Sinza D, Dar es Salaam. The site, an
unplanned yet legally protected river buffer zone (URT, 2018), became
the focal point of a community-led planning effort. While the initiative
initially secured support from both residents and municipal leaders, the
process encountered resistance during implementation, surfacing deeper
contradictions that demanded collective negotiation and adaptation.
The discussion is organised around key dimensions of expansive
learning, highlighting how learning emerged as participants responded
to these contradictions in practice. To guide the reader, the findings are
structured around four expansive learning cycles. Cycle 1 centres on ini-
tial coordination and problem framing. Cycle 2 captures the deepening
of participation and the reconfiguration of agency. Cycle 3 reflects grass-
roots consolidation and emergent autonomy. Cycle 4 marks the conver-
gence of actors and the public institutionalisation of the initiative.

4.1. Legend and analytical framework

To guide the reader through the expansive learning cycles and figures
in this section, this subsection defines the legend and key analytical com-
ponents applied consistently across Table 1 and Figs. 1-4. These visual-
isations draw on CHAT, highlighting core elements of activity systems,
community, roles, mediating artefacts, and their evolution through cy-
cles of expansive learning.

* Activities (A1-A7): Marked with the letter A, representing the seven
documented activities undertaken to address contradictions in the
initiative.

Documentation (D1-D7): Marked with the letter D, indicating maps,
minutes, posters, letters, and other artefacts, including the re-
searcher’s justification as a student, generated throughout the pro-
cess, emphasising their role as mediating cultural artefacts.
Community components: Actors include MGL, researchers (RES),
GSC, religious leaders (RL), party leader (PL), residents (RSD), and
the lodge owner (LO).

530

Leading actors: Identified according to CHAT’s “division of labour”
element, showing shifts in facilitation, coordination, and influence.
Bold lines in cycles: Show the emergence of expansive learning cycles
through collective practice and negotiation.

Coloured dashed lines: Indicate transformations in actor roles across
cycles.

Coloured thin lines: Trace the transformation of documentation as a
mediating artefact across cycles.

This legend applies to all figures and tables in Section 4, providing
a consistent guide to interpreting the visual representations and their
connection to the theoretical framework.

Source: Fieldwork in Sinza D, 2025.

4.2. Expansive learning cycles as structuring devices for distributed action

The green space initiative unfolded through seven learning activi-
ties, shown in the columns of Table 1, spanning grassroots coordina-
tion, stakeholder negotiations, and public dissemination. Applying the
expansive learning cycle (rows in Table 1) reveals that these activities
did not follow a linear sequence but can be grouped into four cycles
defined by distinct actor configurations, mediating tools, and expansive
learning actions (see Table 1 and Figs. 1-4). For instance, Activity 2
followed Activity 1’s examining phase but shifted into implementation
within the same column, while Activity 4 emerged during the reflection
phase of Activity 3. Unlike ChangeLab interventions in contexts such as
hospitals, where cycles often proceed in structured stages with limited
overlap, here, cycles are intertwined and adapted fluidly in response to
emerging contradictions. Building on the roadmap introduced above,
the following subsections examine Cycles 1 to 4 in detail.

4.2.1. Cycle one: initial coordination and problem framing

Cycle One centres on early coordination among grassroots lead-
ers, particularly the newly formed GSC, MGL, and the researchers,
who joined the initiative to address a core contradiction disrupting
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Table 1

Collective learning activities and expansive learning cycles in a grassroots urban greening initiative.
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No Expansive Learning
Cycle’s actions

Activity 1 (A1): Coordination
meetings with grassroots
leaders

Activity 3 (A3):
Reflection meetings to
engage broader
stakeholders

Activity 5 (A5):
Negotiation meetings
with the lodge owner

Activity 6 (A6):
Follow-up consultations
with resistant residents

Activity 7 (A7): Poster
dissemination campaign

1 Questioning
2 Analysing

3 Modelling

4 Examining

5 Implementing
6 Reflecting

7 Consolidating

What are the root causes of
resistance to the project?

Identified self-interested use
of space by residents
(dumping, farming, parking);
responded by involving local
authorities and convening a
meeting to address concerns
A dialogue meeting with
opposing residents was
initiated to model conflict
resolution

The group critically
evaluated reporting to
municipal authorities versus
engaging residents directly.
To avoid escalating tensions,
they prioritised a residents’
meeting to better understand
concerns and foster
collaboration

Activity 2 (A2): A Meeting
with adjacent residents was
conducted.

Held a reflection meeting
(Activity 3) to assess progress
and identify the strategic
value of engaging influential
stakeholders to enhance
initiative support.

What drives opposition,
and which stakeholders
can mediate and bridge
understanding among
conflicting parties?

Mapped stakeholder
roles and assessed actor
responsiveness to
identify allies for
engaging dissenting
residents

A strategy of one-on-one
engagement was
introduced as a model to
address resistance and
build trust.

Considered leveraging
respected figures, the
lodge owner, residents,
religious and party
(CCM) leaders, to
mediate and address
opposition

The GSC engaged
religious and party
leaders, MGL contacted
the lodge owner, and the
researcher engaged
residents.

Activity 4 (A4):
Reflection Meeting:
Uncovered underlying
interests and past
grievances fueling
resistance. Participants
agreed to engage the
lodge owner and share
key documents (D1),
including the
researcher’s student ID,
admission letter,
approved research
proposal, research
permit, municipal
project permit and
scholarship proof to
enhance transparency
and legitimacy.

Held a meeting to share
project documents (D1)
with the lodge owner.

Reflection Meeting
(Activity 4): Highlighted
the strategic importance
of the lodge owner’s
involvement, resulting in
a commitment to engage
neighbouring residents
and facilitate a joint
meeting. It was agreed to
organise and share key
planning documents (D2)
(meeting minutes).

What is the origin of the

green space project, how

will it be implemented
and funded, and what
are the expected
benefits?

Assessed lodge owner
concerns on privacy,
security, and sewage
system impacts

The proposed plan (D3)
was presented for
discussion and
refinement

Negotiated the proposed
plan (D3) to resolve
conflicts, MGL and
researchers were
consulted through a
phone call to share their
perspectives

MGL shared additional
documents (D2 & D3),
including meeting
minutes, with residents

Following the MGL’s
directive (D4), the
researcher will design
and share a poster to
raise awareness and
broaden community
support.

The GSC began project
implementation,
adhering to the
negotiated design (D5)
and agreed methods.

The researcher presented
the project map (D5) for
review prior to printing

MGL mandated the
inclusion of sewerage,
road, and green space
projects in the map (D6).

The neighbourhood map
highlighted key projects,
with posters displayed

publicly, including at the
Mtaa government office.

MGL reported positive
resident feedback
following poster (D6)
dissemination.

The GSC was tasked with
sharing documents (D7)
publicly and presenting
the plan at the next
meeting.

the green space project. This phase involved three key activities: Ac-
tivity 1 (coordination meeting with MGL), Activity 2 (meeting with
adjacent residents), and Activity 3 (reflection session with broader
stakeholders), through which actors began framing the problem, sur-
facing tensions, and laying the groundwork for subsequent cycles (see
Table 1).

Early on, internal disagreements emerged about how to proceed.
While the Mtaa Executive Officer (MEO) urged escalation to municipal
authorities, the MC cautioned that formal enforcement could deepen
divisions and make the community “unlivable.” Meanwhile, the GSC
chairperson, facing mounting resistance from residents, was on the
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verge of abandoning the initiative altogether. Sensing this tension, the
researcher intervened by conducting bilateral meetings with the MEO,
the MC, and the GSC chairperson to understand their perspectives.
Drawing on CHAT elements, the researcher framed questions around
the collective object, key actors needed for success, and existing com-
munity rules and tools. Bringing these leaders together, the researcher
facilitated a discussion focused on clarifying objectives, surfacing con-
tradictions, and identifying paths forward grounded in local relation-
ships and knowledge.

This process differed markedly from conventional ChangeLabs,
where researchers often open the process by presenting mirror data and
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Fig. 2. Expansive Learning Cycle 2 showing Deepening Participation and Reconfiguration of Agency.

facilitating structured workshops in controlled settings (Virkkunen &
Newnham, 2013). Here, initial problem framing unfolded through in-
formal, adaptive conversations embedded in local tensions and trust-
building. During this dialogue, the MEO shifted his stance, remarking:

“Maybe the expert can lead us to what we should do...” (MEO, Ac-
tivity 1, 2025)

This marked a turning point, with the researcher moving from ob-
server to trusted facilitator, steering early learning actions alongside the
MGL and building a shared understanding of the contradiction. Follow-
ing the MC’s suggestion to consolidate core perspectives before broader
engagement, the GSC was formally included in the examining phase.
This approach reflected caution but also growing trust in the researcher’s
role. Gradually, the MGL assumed greater leadership, culminating in a
resident-focused implementation phase and a reflection phase interpret-
ing early outcomes.

Overall, Cycle 1 illustrates how contradictions catalyse grassroots
deliberation and shifting roles, with external facilitation providing a
flexible, context-sensitive catalyst for locally grounded problem-solving.
As Virkkunen and Newnham (2013) emphasise, the researcher’s role
in expansive learning is not to prescribe solutions but to trigger move-
ment when local actors become stuck, helping clarify objectives, roles,
and mediating tools. From an agonistic perspective, such moments
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of hesitation and contestation are not pathologies but opportunities
for new roles to emerge (Mouffe, 1999). In the Tanzanian context,
this dynamic resonates with findings by Manara and Pani (2023) and
Ngowi et al. (2022), who show how grassroots leadership at the Mtaa
level gradually consolidates once catalytic interventions open space for
negotiation. In this case, external facilitation anchored in CHAT princi-
ples of clarifying objectives, roles, and mediating artefacts supported the
transition from hesitation to action, enabling locally grounded problem-
framing and early collaboration. Taken together, these dynamics high-
light how researcher facilitation can serve as a temporary but vital
bridge, helping grassroots leaders move past initial paralysis, while lay-
ing the groundwork for their own leadership to take root and evolve.

4.2.2. Cycle two: deepening participation and the reconfiguration of agency

Cycle Two (Fig. 2), covering Activities 3 and 4, marked a shift from
researcher-led facilitation toward broader participation by the MGL and
GSC. Unlike Cycle One’s cautious coordination, this phase deliberately
engaged three core actor groups: the researcher, the full cohort of MGL,
and the GSC. The GSC’s sustained involvement reflected its growing le-
gitimacy and institutional acceptance.

During the phases of questioning, analysing, modelling, and exam-
ining, roles shifted in response to evolving trust and relationships. In
Activity 3, the researcher interviewed residents and spoke informally
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Fig. 3. Expansive Learning Cycle 3 showing
Grassroots Consolidation and Emergent Auton-
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with stakeholders to surface concerns, while the MGL engaged political
leaders and the GSC worked directly with the lodge owner and religious
figures, drawing on their reputation for neutrality. As one resident ex-
plained:

“These people who are resisting... should discuss with the GSC mem-
bers... because they are the ones who are neutral and represent the
community.” (Resident, Activity 3, 2025)

Trust thus became a central condition for collaboration
(Apostolopoulou et al., 2022; Kaufman & Dilla Alfonso, 1997).
Once established, it enabled local leaders to implement solutions and
apply the same model to new challenges. The deliberate engagement
of political and religious figures also anchored legitimacy for im-
plementation, echoing Kaufman’s argument that community action
depends on networks of recognition and trust. At the same time,
shared tools such as documents, maps, and meeting notes shifted from
simple records to mediating artefacts that clarified misunderstandings,
coordinated responses, and built trust. In line with Virkkunen and
Newnham’s (2013) principle of double stimulation, these artefacts
acquired new meaning through use, becoming generative resources for
sustained grassroots problem-solving.

4.2.3. Cycle three: grassroots consolidation and emergent autonomy

Cycle Three (Fig. 3, Activity 5) marked a shift toward grassroots-
led coordination of the green space initiative. Unlike ChangeLab inter-
ventions described by Virkkunen and Newnham (2013), where inter-
ventionists guide activity, the Extended ChangeLab in Sinza D unfolded
through community-initiated engagements in the absence of both the
researcher and the MGL. The lodge owner (LO) began informal discus-
sions with previously resistant residents. These unrecorded exchanges
reflected expansive learning actions, questioning, analysing, and mod-
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elling, conducted organically, without external facilitation. Residents
used this time to “walk alone,” processing the initiative on their own
terms.

Crucially, the community collectively revisited Document D1, con-
taining the researcher’s student ID, proposal, permits, and institutional
backing. Conventionally, such a document serves as a mediating arte-
fact legitimising the interventionist. In Sinza D, however, D1 became the
object of verification, not by officials but by residents themselves, sig-
nalling a community-led mode of legitimation. When the formal meet-
ing took place, it was chaired by the LO and attended by the GSC and
residents. The researcher and MGL remained deliberately absent. The
GSC acted as a proxy, coordinating discussion around Document D2,
which had been developed in earlier workshops. This document now
functioned as a remediated artefact, repurposed by grassroots actors to
structure dialogue and decision-making.

In the follow-up reflection (Activity 6), the MGL invited the GSC to
recount events:

“Give us the story of what happened. I already have some clues that
things went on well, but give us the real picture.” (MC, Activity 6,
2025)

This moment reflected institutional curiosity and a willingness to
learn from community-led action. A decision was made to circulate the
meeting minutes more widely, confirming documentation as a shared
tool for transparency and collective memory.

Overall, Cycle 3 diverged from interventionist-led applications of
the ChangeLab method. Instead, the Extended ChangeLab demonstrated
how communities can verify, reinterpret, and mobilise mediating arte-
facts to advance learning and action from within. This signals a turning
point: grassroots actors not only appropriated tools introduced through
external facilitation but also redefined their meaning, illustrating emer-
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Fig. 4. Expansive Learning Cycle 4 showing convergence and public institutionalisation.

gent autonomy and the capacity to institutionalise learning on their own
terms.

4.2.4. Cycle four: convergence and public institutionalisation

Cycle Four, covering Activities 6 and 7, marked a turning point
in the initiative: the convergence of grassroots and institutional actors
around the public institutionalisation of the green space plan. Unlike the
ChangeLab described by Virkkunen and Newnham (2013), where inter-
ventionists guide activity, this cycle revealed an Extended ChangeLab
logic in which community actors coordinated the process while institu-
tional actors supported it remotely.

In Activity 6, the lodge owner (LO) and Green Space Committee
(GSC) led the expansive learning actions of questioning, analysing, mod-
elling, and examining, without the physical presence of the researcher
or the Mtaa Government Leader (MGL). Input from these institutional
actors, the researcher representing the university and the MGL repre-
senting the government, came through mobile consultations, reflecting
a distributed mode of governance where grassroots leaders made deci-
sions and institutional actors provided legitimacy and technical advice
when required.

Documentation again played a central role. Meeting notes, draft
plans, and mobile communications functioned as cultural mediating
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artefacts and boundary objects, enabling collaboration across institu-
tional and spatial divides. During this phase, the GSC’s autonomy was
openly affirmed by the MGL:

“You have the power to make decisions because the plan is yours.
Whatever is agreed, that is what we are supposed to work on.” (MC,
Activity 6, 2025)

The GSC’s coordination of phased implementation, beginning with
tree planting, demonstrated its legitimacy as a community-based in-
termediary. Later in the same activity, a public implementation forum
brought all six stakeholder groups: GSC, LO, residents, researchers, and
MGL, into a shared space. Documents co-developed earlier (D2) were
remediated through posters and maps that enabled transparent, collec-
tive referencing. Here, documentation not only supported planning but
also anchored implementation in public view.

In the reflection session, the MGL reframed documentation as a tool
for public accountability:

“We’re facing contradictions in the green space and sewerage
projects, and maybe in road construction too. So while you’re still
here, include all three projects in the poster for the noticeboard, we’ll
also share it in public meetings.” (MGL, Activity 6, 2025)
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This shift from internal coordination to performative governance
(Kaufman & Dilla Alfonso, 1997) signalled deeper integration of grass-
roots processes into local institutional systems. Documentation (D3-
D7) evolved into instruments for transparency, visibility, and collective
oversight, aligning with broader participatory governance expectations.

In Activity 7, the process concluded with focused actions on mod-
elling and examination. Final maps and awareness posters were vali-
dated, and the lodge owner, once a strong opponent, fully endorsed the
negotiated plan. His transformation underscored the power of sustained
grassroots dialogue and the strategic use of participatory tools.

Rather than ending with physical implementation, the cycle culmi-
nated in a collectively validated foundation for action, a shared plan
grounded in trust and enabled through remediated cultural artefacts.
This marked the consolidation of an Extended ChangeLab: not as a
closed cycle, but as a community-driven infrastructure capable of sus-
taining negotiation, learning, and implementation beyond the life of the
intervention.

Together, these four cycles illustrate how expansive learning un-
folded through locally grounded practices of negotiation, reconfigura-
tion, and collaboration. While each cycle highlights a distinct moment of
transition, taken together they show a trajectory from initial coordina-
tion to public institutionalisation. To deepen the discussion, the follow-
ing subsections synthesise the findings across cycles, focusing on three
cross-cutting themes: (i) expansive learning in fragmented collectives,
(ii) adaptive roles and distributed leadership, and (iii) documentation
as a catalytic mediator in collective learning.

4.3. Expansive learning in a fragmented collective

The green space initiative unfolded through fragmented, non-linear
processes shaped by shifting alliances and evolving contradictions (see
Table 1 and Figs. 1-4). While Virkkunen and Newnham (2013) describe
ChangeLabs where participant configurations often stabilise through
structured, researcher-facilitated cycles, the Extended ChangeLab in
Sinza D functioned differently. It provided a methodological space in
which the collective expanded and contracted in response to emerging
tensions and contextual complexities.

From the outset, proponents, including researchers, the MGL, and
GSC members, faced coordinated resistance from the lodge owner and a
group of residents, rooted in historical mistrust and contested land use:

“We discussed together and made the decision that we don’t want
this project...” (Resident, Activity 2, 2025)

Fragmentation also existed among the proponents themselves, as
some GSC members expressed reluctance to align with MGL authority.
Rather than enforcing consensus, the Extended ChangeLab created space
for these divisions to be surfaced and negotiated. Contradictions around
trust, inclusion, and procedural legitimacy prompted the temporary ex-
pansion of the collective to include new actors, such as religious leaders,
who were deliberately engaged to mediate resistance:

“Since those resisting are guided by their religious leaders, we should
engage these leaders...” (GSC Chairperson, Activity 3, 2025)

This process illustrates a core CHAT principle: collective activity sys-
tems consist of diverse actors whose roles shift as contradictions are
mediated through tools and dialogue (Engestrom, 2001; Virkkunen &
Newnham, 2013). Within the Extended ChangeLab, authority became
more distributed as proponents recognised the community’s own capac-
ity to generate solutions. As one MGL reflected, it was important to “let
the community have a solution” (MGL 2, Activity 3, 2025).

Learning advances through cycles of reflection, provisional align-
ment, and the expansion of actor networks. In contrast to Engestrom’s
early applications in relatively stable institutional settings, the Ex-
tended ChangeLab in Sinza D remained fluid and adaptive, respond-
ing to contested urban dynamics where roles, rules, and relationships
were constantly in flux. This resonates with Kaufman and Dilla Al-
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fonso’s (1997) arguments on the relational power of networks, where
adding or mobilising new actors can shift legitimacy and unlock collec-
tive agency. Fragmentation and adaptation thus emerge not as weak-
nesses but as defining features of the Extended ChangeLab in grassroots
contexts, enabling new forms of collective agency to take shape through
ongoing negotiation and reconfiguration.

4.4. Adaptive roles and distributed leadership in expansive learning

The progression of the green space initiative illustrates how leader-
ship and agency evolved through contradiction, negotiation, and tool-
mediated reflection, rather than remaining fixed. In early ChangeLab
applications, researchers often initiated structured sessions, prepared
mirror data, and guided expansive learning actions within bounded in-
stitutional settings (Engestrom, 2001; Virkkunen & Newnham, 2013).
By contrast, the Extended ChangeLab in Sinza D unfolded within ev-
eryday community life, adapting dynamically to emerging tensions and
relationships.

Initially, researchers and Mtaa Government Leaders (MGL) directed
the process, with the Green Space Committee (GSC) excluded from early
planning. This exclusion generated tension in Activity 1, prompting ex-
pansive learning: GSC members questioned their role, MGL clarified re-
sponsibilities, and a shared understanding was negotiated. By Cycle 2
(Activity 3), the GSC had become central facilitators. Leadership diver-
sified further as the MGL engaged political leaders, the researcher sup-
ported dialogue with residents, and the GSC connected with religious
figures and the lodge owner.

Rather than being concentrated in a single facilitator, leadership was
distributed, including residents and previously resistant actors who, by
Cycles 3 and 4, were actively participating in negotiation, modelling,
and reframing conflict. As one resident explained, “these people who are
neutral... should discuss with the GSC members because they represent the
community” (Resident, Activity 3, 2025). This reflected an expanding
recognition that facilitation could be rooted in trust and social legiti-
macy rather than formal authority.

The adaptive redistribution of leadership resonates with
Mouffe’s (1999) argument that conflict can open democratic possibil-
ities, and with Apostolopoulou et al. (2022)’s observation that urban
governance often depends on the convergence of formal and informal
arrangements. It also reflects Kaufman and Dilla Alfonso’s (1997) em-
phasis on the relational nature of power, where legitimacy grows
through networks and common interests rather than fixed mandates.
In Sinza D, the Extended ChangeLab enabled grassroots leaders, formal
authorities, and initially resistant residents to find overlapping ground,
redistributing authority in ways that strengthened collective capac-
ity. Facilitation thus emerged as dynamic and relational, embedded
across a constellation of actors whose legitimacy stemmed from both
institutional mandate and community trust.

4.5. Documentation as a catalytic mediator in collective learning

A turning point in the initiative emerged during Cycle 2, when ten-
sions around trust, inclusion, and procedural clarity underscored the
need for stronger tools to navigate conflict. Among the most transforma-
tive was documentation, which shifted from neglect to becoming central
in collective learning. As one leader put it:

“Documents are instruments in conflict resolution in our area, we
have to buy files and keep them readily available...” (MGL, Activity
4, 2025)

This marked a departure from Cycle 1, when documentation was
largely absent, reflecting weak record-keeping in grassroots governance
(Majogoro et al., 2025). As contradictions surfaced, participants encoun-
tered what Vygotsky (Cong-Lem, 2022) calls a first stimulus, a disrup-
tive situation of uncertainty. They responded with documentation as a
second stimulus, using notes, maps, and sketches to reframe issues and
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move forward. Through this process of double stimulation (Virkkunen
& Newnham, 2013), documentation evolved into an active cultural arte-
fact that clarified meaning, strengthened relationships, and coordinated
action.

This trajectory reflects expansive learning: contradictions pushed ac-
tors to question old habits, experiment with new tools, and consolidate
documentation as part of everyday practice. Similar to Botero and Saad-
Sulonen’s (2018) findings on documentation in collaborative design, and
Apostolopoulou et al’s (2022) insights on formal-informal convergence,
artefacts became shared reference points across actors. By Cycle 3, min-
utes and maps were circulated to explain decisions and counter misin-
formation; by Cycle 4, documentation anchored legitimacy and account-
ability, evident when leaders demanded public display of maps.

Overall, documentation emerged as a catalytic mediator in the Ex-
tended ChangeLab, enabling grassroots actors not only to coordinate
immediate action but also to establish more transparent and durable
forms of governance.

5. The extended changelab: reflections on grassroots learning
and planning

Change-oriented “lab” approaches have proliferated in recent years,
from Urban Living Labs (ULLs) that emphasise experimentation and co-
creation in real-world settings (Boni, 2023; Bulkeley et al., 2016; Kris
& Ellen, 2017) to ChangeLabs, developed within Cultural Historical Ac-
tivity Theory (CHAT), which frame collective learning through cycles
of contradiction, negotiation, and expansive transformation (Engestrom
& Sannino, 2010; Virkkunen & Newnham, 2013). While ULLs focus on
prototyping innovations in urban governance, ChangeLabs concentrate
on how learning emerges when contradictions in collective activity are
surfaced and mediated through tools, roles, and rules.

The green space initiative in Sinza D illustrates an Extended Change-
Lab, which shares with ULLs a commitment to multi-actor participa-
tion and situated experimentation, but builds more directly on the
ChangeLab tradition. Unlike the structured, expert-led sessions of earlier
ChangeLab applications in schools or hospitals, the Extended ChangeLab
unfolded in everyday community life. Learning was driven not by a for-
mal workshop cycle, but by contradictions that surfaced during imple-
mentation, particularly resistance from some residents after more than a
year of participatory planning. These ruptures triggered a reorganisation
among grassroots leaders and the researcher, who began to improvise
new forms of engagement to address conflict.

Here, expansive learning was not confined to bounded workshops
but was scaffolded across everyday interactions, meetings, and artefacts.
Documents, maps, posters, and notes shifted from being simple records
to mediating tools that stabilised meaning, legitimised decisions, and
opened space for negotiation. Contradictions became catalysts, docu-
mentation became a mediator, and leadership roles shifted across cycles,
together extending the ChangeLab into a grassroots planning infrastruc-
ture that adapted to the fragmented, contested conditions of Sinza D.

6. Conclusion

This study makes two interrelated contributions. First, it critically re-
flects on the evolving position of the extended planner in the context of
entrepreneurial pressures and fragmented governance. The case shows
how planners’ roles extend beyond technical delivery to facilitation, ne-
gotiation, and the activation of grassroots learning processes. Second, it
demonstrates the Extended ChangeLab as a reconceptualisation of the
ChangeLab method, adapting expansive learning principles of contra-
diction, mediation, and shifting roles into an open, context-sensitive in-
frastructure for grassroots planning.

From these contributions, several recommendations follow. Munici-
pal planners should approach facilitation as a shared learning process,
resisting technocratic reflexes. Researchers should offer mediating tools
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and theoretical scaffolds while recognising when to withdraw and al-
low grassroots actors to lead. Grassroots leaders can strengthen legiti-
macy and collective capacity through consistent documentation, trans-
parency, and distributed authority.

Looking ahead, a key task is to explore how planners and institutions
themselves can undergo expansive learning, embedding co-creation
without displacing grassroots agency. More broadly, the study offers a
framework for understanding and navigating the unstable dynamics of
community-led planning in rapidly transforming African cities.
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