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ABSTRACT 

Today, cities are the centers of the world in economy, society, and culture, but also 

in the role of driving global innovation and progress. In the international scenario, 

several cities aim to reach the status of Smart City, but the problem that emerged 

is that they are more interested in the “Smart” than in the “City”.  

The traditional approaches to the Smart City, indeed, were fashioned by 

technological progress and the clustering of the most educated human capital in 

the urban context. Institutions rely on top-down orientation to achieve these goals, 

which end up not including participation and collaboration of stakeholders in the 

process of developing the Smart City.  This research illustrates the need to 

undertake an orientation to the Smart City which is instead committed to increasing 

the engagement of urban stakeholder in the policy-making process to co-create an 

improved process of urban development.  

This study is conducted through abductive research method to compare empirical 

evidence from the Rome Case Study herein analyzed with the theoretical 

contributions from Brand Co-Creation literature: “B-SMART”, indeed, represents 

the integration of these two fields to address the mentioned problem and to develop 

new knowledge on how to build more participatory and engaged urban contexts.  

Ultimately, “ROME: B-SMART!” is a thoughtful advice to the city of Rome and the 

worldwide urban scenario: as complex as cities might be, if they take insights from 

the Brand Co-Creation literature in urban contexts, indeed, they might have mutual 

beneficial advantages, for both institutions and stakeholders, to create more 

empowered and engaged stakeholders, and a new approach to delineate the path 

towards the Smarter City.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Nowadays, cities have assumed the role of hearts of the economic, cultural, and 

civic life of the world, as more than the half of the global population lives in cities. 

The urban setting, indeed, epitomizes the hub for innovation and progress. In the 

modern world, revolutionized by the digital transformation and ubiquitous 

information, the urban environment has progressively become more challenging 

and complex.  

The “Smart City” represents a response to these rising challenges. Sustainable 

smart cities are based on integrated technology and sharing economy, which 

implies different degrees of interaction and engagement among the stakeholders in 

the urban environment. Also, they aim at achieving specific goals in terms of quality 

of life, sustainability, and socio-economic development.  

This concept has been quite fashionable in the international policy scenario in 

recent years. For instance, the European Union (EU) has dedicated concrete efforts 

to develop policies that invest in ICT-research and innovation within the “Program 

Horizon 2020”, since they aim to formulate strategies that implement smart and 

innovative solutions in urban contexts. Grounded on the evidence that digital 

transformation is progressively changing the relationship between public 

institutions and social actors, this analysis wants to extend the discussion on Smart 

Cities to determine a new conceptualization to define Smarter Cities. This term 

wants to identify cities that would be made increasingly more livable by shared-

practice of urban development and which are intended to be more focused on the 

stakeholders’ active role and participation in the urban growth practices.   

In doing so, the second chapter will address the literature review of the theories that 

represent the fundamentals of the proposed framework. It will primary analyze the 
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different schools of thought about the Smart City definition and approach. Then, it 

will address the critical assumptions of the detected approaches, by evidencing the 

urgency to undertake a broader approach to define the goals that smart 

development need to pursue. Next, the notion of co-creation in branding will be 

introduced and deeply analyzed. In fact, the paper examines co-creation in brand 

literature in its formulation from different study areas: from the Service-Dominant 

Logic developed for marketing (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2006), through the following 

contribution to business literature concerning value co-creation, towards the most 

recent elaboration on co-creation practices in branding. It will analyze the shift from 

traditional branding perspective, where consumers do not have any potential 

control of brands, towards the proposed co-created approach, where stakeholders 

assume a fundamental role in the process of generating brands.  

In the conclusive part of the second chapter, the analysis will draw insights on the 

prerequisites to extend the contributions from brand co-creation to the context of 

urban innovation and smart development. The brand co-creation perspective 

recognizes that stakeholders collectively and dynamically shape brands and brand-

related notions which result to be multi-sided and certainly not just management-

driven – or, in the case of cities, institutions-driven.  

Next, the third chapter will outline the methodology adopted by the researcher to 

pursue this academic elaboration. There will be specifications on the choice of the 

research philosophy, which represents the overarching guide of the present 

analysis, and resulted from the considerations on the ontological and 

epistemological dimensions. Grounded on these choices, the following steps of the 

methodology will follow the “Research Onion Model” developed by Saunders et al., 

(2009): research design, methodological approach, research strategy, methods.  
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In the fourth chapter, the paper will elaborate the case study of the city of Rome. 

The case study will be elucidated through a narrative approach which combines 

rich and qualitative data gathered from primary and secondary sources. The reader 

will find that Rome offers a breeding ground for academic research and to elaborate 

an in-depth understanding on co-creation practices in the field of urban innovation 

and smarter development. 

In Rome the Smart City phenomenon is emergent, and this condition offers an 

interesting stage to conduct the present analysis, which can lead to understand if 

co-creation practices can have a concrete impact on tackling real challenges in 

different strategic areas for urban development. Also, the Italian Capital is showing 

concrete effort in accelerating its urban growth through the implementation of 

collaborative approach. For instance, Rome is currently one of the few cities in 

Europe to benefit from the participation in two important networks of scientific 

evaluations and experimental initiatives in urban co-creation: 100 Resilient Cities, 

funded by the Rockefeller Foundation, and the Smart Mature Resilience project 

within the “EU Program Horizon 2020”.  

To better understand the Roman scenario, different stakeholders will be 

interviewed, and their subjective knowledge will be interpreted and compared, in 

accordance with the abductive research approach, to gain an insight into the 

principles behind their ideas of co-creation and how it can be favored by the 

implementation of a participatory and collaborative approach to the Smart City and 

to the smart development for Rome. The fifth chapter will be dedicated to the 

discussion of the findings emerged in the Rome Case Study.  
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review outlines the fundamental scientific contributions of this 

academic paper. First, it examines the current state of researches on urban 

innovation, specifically concerning the definition of Smart City, its goals, ambitions, 

and challenges in the implementation. Next, it will analyze the evolution of brand 

literature, from the traditional firm-centric approach towards the perspective 

oriented to co-creation among stakeholders. Finally, the analysis conflates and 

integrates insights from Brand Co-Creation into the urban context to define the 

favorable conditions for co-creation practices in Smart Cities.  

2.1. The Smart City Context 

In recent times, local governments are financing projects and ideas to develop an 

agenda for sustainable development of cities and urban innovation. In this regard, 

the Smart City seems to represent the best answer to improve the standard of living 

and create a more pleasant, more inclusive, and greener urban life. This section first 

addresses the definition of the term. Next, it identifies three predominant 

approaches to the Smart City based on the relevance that these contributions 

gained in the literature and in refining the current conceptualization of the notion. 

Lastly, it focuses on the major limitations in the predominant approaches. 

2.1.1. Defining the notion of Smart City 

In the literature, there is still lack of unique consensus on the definition of the Smart 

City because of its high degree of complexity. Firstly, to become “smart” assumes 

various meanings to diverse audiences. In fact, it means different things to different 

countries and people depending on their level of development, their aspirations, or 
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their living standards: for instance, people in North-America could have a certain 

conceptualization of what represents a Smart City, different from that of the people 

in India or South-America. Secondly, the concept has a multidisciplinary nature 

because cities are composed of multiple subsystems: transportation, energy, 

education, health care, food and water, public safety (Ramaprasad, 2017).  

Also, scholars diverge on acknowledging which approach to undertake to develop 

the Smart City by focusing on different subsystems and driving characteristics to 

develop their conceptualizations of the smart development (Albino et al., 2015). 

Consequently, the term has gained different nuances in the literature over the years: 

some authors referred to the concept as “knowledge city”, “digital city”, “ubiquitous 

city”, or “intelligent city” (Lee et al., 2013; Albino et al., 2015).  

Therefore, the multidisciplinary nature of the concept, and the complexity of 

addressing the Smart City approach in relation to its all subsystems, are arguably 

the most plausible causes that prevent unanimous consensus on a common 

definition for the Smart City notion (Albino et al. 2015).  

However, scholars agreed on some strategic goals that cities need to pursue if they 

want to achieve the “smartness”: the targeting of sustainable development, 

economic growth, and better quality of life together with the utilization of ICT-

networked infrastructure (Caragliu et al., 2011; Albino et al., 2015). More 

specifically, the Centre for Regional Science at Wien University of Technology 

conducted an integrative study to create a framework to identify the core areas of 

the Smart City (Griffinger et al., 2007). They fostered a holistic model composed 

by six defining dimensions for Smart Cities: Smart Economy, Smart Mobility, 

Smart Environment, Smart People, Smart Living, and Smart Governance. 

Through a set of measurable indicators, they aimed to assess the performance of 

cities in each dimension (Figure 1): 
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Figure 1. Defining dimensions and factors of a Smart City (Griffinger et al., 2007)  

2.1.2. Three theoretical approaches to Smart City 

The first orientation is conceptualized herein as the technology-oriented 

approach. It concerns the “hard domains” such as mobility, logistics, renewable 

energies, natural resources, and waste management (Albino et al. 2015). Moreover, 

the ICT technology is considered the basic infrastructure and it has an enabling role 

for the achievement of “smartness”. The technology-oriented approach originated 

during the 1990s, when the California Institute for Smart Communities started 

researching how cities could have been better designed to implement information 

technologies (Alawadhi et al., 2012). More recently, the OECD (2005) investigated 

the role of connectivity infrastructure in the progress of urban environment, which 

eventually was discovered to significantly support the city innovation process.  

Multiple contributors, indeed, stressed the tight relationship between urban 

innovation, and technology. For instance, Hollands (2008) detected the potential of 



12 

ICT-infrastructure to be a facilitator for the development of traditional cities towards 

Smart Cities. Hall (2000) depicted Smart Cities as: 

“The safe, environmentally green, and efficient because all structures are designed, 

constructed, and maintained making use of advanced and integrated materials, 

sensors, electronics, and networks which are interfaced with computerized systems 

comprised of databases, tracking, and decision-making algorithms”. 

Hence, the technology-oriented conceptualization drives the urban development to 

achieve three attributes: instrumented, interconnected, intelligent (Harrison et al., 

2010). The first, “instrumented”, implies the collection of live real-world data through 

the use of sensors and digital appliances. The second, “interconnected”, refers to 

the incorporation of these data into integrated digital platforms to share information 

among different city services. The last, “intelligent”, suggests that analytics data 

need to be optimized to support better decision making (Harrison et al., 2010).  

In brief, local governments make conscious efforts to transform the urban 

environment, and private companies support those initiatives by providing for the 

needed technology and then collecting data for following analysis. The utilization of 

connectivity infrastructure is eventually intended to generate a positive impact on: 

“The economic and political efficiency and enable social, cultural, and urban 

development” (Hollands, 2008). In this process, institutions have been identified as 

the guiding actors of smart development. In fact, policy makers rely on solutions 

ICT-enabled to provide more public services for health, safety, governance 

(Galdon-Clavell, 2013).  

In doing so, governments are usually pushed by the commercial pressure of 

vendors (Hernandez-Munoz et al., 2011). That is, the business-driven approach is 

conceptualized on the observation that Smart Cities are often conceived under the 

neo-liberal logic, which aims at making efficiency prevail over human social needs. 
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This orientation could provide satisfactory economic performance, but it also 

exposes the city to major risks. For instance, to what Hollands (2008) refers to as 

“business-led driven urban development” and to the “corporatization” of urban 

spaces because of the interference on the institutions’ strategic plans for the long 

term. Under this approach, people assumed a passive role in the smart 

development, which is only limited to their ability of accessing, consuming, and 

using the ICT-enabled services delivered by governments and pushed by 

businesses (Hollands, 2015). 

However, multiple experts have criticized the precedent approaches because their 

lack of tailored solutions to the needs of residents (Castelnovo, 2016). Indeed, 

they fail to acknowledge the relevance of citizens’ engagement and collaboration. 

Indeed, technology should be used to empower citizens by tailoring solutions for 

them rather than adapting public services to the commercial exigencies 

(Castelnovo, 2016).  

Therefore, other scholars departed from these standpoints to focus on the 

relevance of the human capital and social infrastructure of cities as drivers of the 

Smart City understanding. These contributions are clustered herein to define the 

social capital approach. It concerns the “soft domains” such as education, culture, 

policy innovations, social inclusion, and government (Albino et al., 2015). Here, the 

viewpoint is more focused on the role of the human and social capital rather than 

on the availability and quality of the ICT infrastructure. Indeed, it adopts an 

anthropocentric perspective, which strongly emphasizes the role of education, 

creativity, learning, and knowledge in the urban environment (Pardo & Nam, 2011).  

The perspective to social and human capital aims to foster more creative, educated, 

clever citizens (Chourabi et al., 2012), since their ability to generate solutions for 
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urban problems represents the key driver to achieve the “smartness” (Albino et al., 

2015).  

By focusing on education, Berry & Glaeser (2005) demonstrated that cities with 

higher percentages of educated labor force achieve the most rapid urban growth 

rates; while Winters (2011) depicted Smart Cities as centers of higher education, 

better-educated citizens, and skilled workforce. However, not all cities have the 

same success in investing in human capital (Albino et al., 2015). As a matter of fact, 

it was observed that educated workforce is geographically clustering over time 

(Florida, 2005) because the agglomeration of educated people facilitates and 

induces urban innovation. Therefore, Smart City initiatives are more successful 

when they succeed in attracting and clustering the most talented and creative 

people in a specific urban context (Pardo & Nam, 2011).   

In this regard, creativity is another source of urban growth and transformation. 

Cities need to lay the foundations for improving human capital investment and 

encouraging entrepreneurship (Neirotti et al., 2014) to build the best suitable climate 

for the “creative class” (Florida, 2005). In this way, the knowledge network will 

attract other talented people and it will start a virtuous circle that will contribute to 

making the city smarter (Albino et al., 2015).  

The social capital approach identifies local governments, the entrepreneurs, and 

the experts as leading actors to drive the urban development. Also, it overcame 

technological determinism by identifying the investments in human and social 

capital as the fuel for a quicker and more sustainable smart growth (Caragliu et al., 

2011). In fact, the focus moved to people and their ability to influence the smart 

growth with their education, knowledge, and creativity. Although this represents a 

first shift towards a more inclusive approach, it still fails to emphasize the 



15 

participatory scope of the process of urban transformation, which should pursue 

the participation and engagement of multiple stakeholders.  

At this stage of development, experts and entrepreneurs are persuaded by this idea 

of Smart Cities, but are other stakeholders persuaded too? The key problem 

remains on how to engage with the whole network of social constituents to 

develop stakeholders-tailored solutions for smart growth process. 

2.1.3. Critical limitations of the main approaches  

The two mentioned perspectives were criticized because they insisted on adopting 

a top-down orientation: in fact, both assumed that institutions and businesses are 

leading the smart growth for the most part, with little involvement of other social 

actors. That is, these interpretations of the Smart City failed to acknowledge the 

role of all social constituents in the process of urban innovation.  

The effectiveness of the traditional governance and policy making approach has 

been increasingly questioned. With the recent developments in culture and society, 

the Smart City needs: “to start with the city not with the smart” (Belissent 2010; 

Schaffers et al. 2011). Hence, smart growth initiatives, which are willing to transform 

the urban landscape, need to primary focus on creating citizen-centric solutions by 

collaborating with social actors to understand their needs and to develop their 

sense of ownership of the city (Pardo & Nam, 2011; Vallaster et al., 2017). These 

considerations underline some major weaknesses in the traditional approaches, 

since they fail to focus on how to engage with stakeholders in the process of urban 

development in the traditional setting of governance to develop more stakeholders-

centric policies. 

Therefore, this paper seeks to shift the actual focus on Smart City literature from 

top-down governments to participatory governance.  Governance is a broad 
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notion - which then will become more tangible with regards to the urban context – 

that can be defined as: “All of processes of governing, whether undertaken by a 

government, market, or network; whether over a family, tribe, formal or informal 

organization or territory; and whether through laws, norms, power or language” 

(Bevir, 2013).  

Accordingly, this research defines the Smart City as: the urban innovation 

process, which aims at improving the quality of life in the urban context by 

creating the conditions for a technological, sustainable, and participatory 

urban environment. 

In this connection, this research proposed the co-creation approach for smarter 

development in urban context (Pardo & Nam, 2011; Albino et al., 2015; Castelnovo, 

2016). This orientation undertakes the process-orientation - as proposed by the 

Vargo & Lusch definition (2004) - which takes place among all the stakeholders in 

the urban environment. Accordingly, this perspective elaborates on citizens-centric 

logic and horizontal-hierarchy as significant conditions to engage urban 

stakeholders more easily and effectively, and to reshape the relationship between 

institutions and the city community.  

That is, this research will make clear that the smart interaction among stakeholders 

needs to be assessed as a seventh defining dimension to the framework developed 

by Griffinger et al. (2007). In fact, stakeholders’ interactions are pivotal components 

for smart growth, and for co-creation of related meanings, values, and associations.  

The following section will provide the reader with some insights on how Brand Co-

Creation literature can support to shape the understanding of Smart Cities to a more 

integrative and participatory model, which relies on dynamic and collective 

relationships among stakeholders to shape the value of a product, a brand, or even 

a city in the process of becoming smarter. 
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2.2. The Brand Co-Creation Paradigm 

This section is intended to lay the foundations to the conceptualization of the brand 

as “meanings transfer-process”. First, the analysis reviews the recent evolution 

in brand and branding researches, by analyzing the shift from the dominant 

management-centric approach (Aaker, 1991, 1996; Kapferer, 2008) towards the co-

creation paradigm (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Merz et al., 2009; Hatch & 

Shultz, 2010; Ramaswamy & Ozcam, 2014). Alongside, the study outlines the 

theoretical foundations of the approach to co-creation in branding. Lastly, it 

elaborates the notion of brands as dynamic and co-created social processes 

among stakeholders, giving insights on how this interpretation of branding could 

be used to tackle the issue of stakeholders’ engagement in the Smart City context.  

2.2.1. The Management-Centric brand logic  

The understanding on brand, and branding, have been evolving over the past 

decades. In 1960, the American Marketing Association defined the notion of brand 

as: “A name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or a combination of them, intended to 

identify the goods or services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate 

them from those of competitors” (American Marketing Association, 1960).  

This research is intended to depart from this goods-focused definition.  

Traditionally, the dominant brand logic identifies the brand as the output of top-

down managerial strategies (Aaker, 1991, 1996; Kapferer, 2008). In this view, the 

management seeks to strategically create and shape meanings and associations in 

the mind of customers. Accordingly, brands assume the role of durable reference 

for customers during the purchasing process (Kapferer, 2008) and branding aims at 

giving a clear identity to the products or services of a company (Aaker, 1991). Aaker 

defines brand identity as: “The unique set of brand associations that the brand 
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strategist aspires to create and maintain” (Aaker, 1996, p. 68). From this standpoint, 

brand identity is conceptualized as an internal construct that originates from 

the decision-making of the management (Black & Veloutsou, 2017).  

Accordingly, brand managers are unilaterally defining the meanings associated with 

the brand in order to help people quickly identify and chose their offerings, with the 

purpose of building long and stable relationships with them (Aaker, 1996). Branding 

is here interpreted as: “The process of endowing products and services with the 

power of a brand” (Kotler & Keller, 2015).  

The relational dimension here is only limited to the firm-customer relationship and 

it is strategically finalized to enhance the customer’s loyalty and increase the firm’s 

profit in the long term (Kotler et al., 2015). Therefore, the dominant branding 

approach is clearly anchored to a strategist perspective (Da Silveira et al., 2013). 

However, in recent years this approach has been increasingly challenged. In fact, 

the traditional branding paradigm has been criticized to be largely focused on the 

firm-consumer dyadic (Ambler 1992; Keller, 1993) rather than to adequately capture 

the participatory and relational extent of branding.  

In today’s business world, brands have become major assets to achieve sustainable 

competitive advantages in the global marketplace. For this reason, companies are 

intensifying the level of resources committed to branding. These topics, indeed, 

need to be addressed by shifting the paradigm towards a new model where brands 

are interpreted as dynamic, reciprocal, and in iterative in nature (Csaba & 

Bengtsson, 2006; Hatch & Schultz, 2010).  

2.2.2. Theoretical contributions for evolving the brand logic  

Managers are no longer the lone creators of brands (Csaba & Bengtsson, 2006; 

Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013), since brand logic is converging on a new 
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conceptualization of brands in terms of: “Collaborative, value co-creation 

activities of firms and all of their stakeholders” (Merz et al., 2009). But how has 

branding literature gone from the firm-centric perspective towards the stakeholder’s 

co-creation approach? This paper retrieves the fundamental basis for this 

transaction from the fields of marketing, value creation and recent brand studies.  

First, the Service-Dominant (S-D) Logic developed by Vargo & Lusch (2004, 2006) 

significantly contributed to shifting the dominant paradigm in marketing by 

elaborating three core assumptions. The S-D logic acknowledged (1) “service as 

the fundamental basis of the exchange” (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). Until that 

moment, the traditional Goods-Dominant (G-D) Logic had identified goods and 

services as drivers of the economic activity. Vargo & Lusch (2004) reversed this 

perspective as the center of the economic exchange shifted from physical goods 

and raw materials, i.e. operand resources, to knowledge and skills, i.e. operant 

resources. In fact, they explained the role of tangible goods in terms of: “Distribution 

mechanisms for service provision” (Vargo & Lusch, 2006). More specifically, service 

indicates: “the process of using one’s resources for the benefit of another entity” 

(Vargo and Lusch, 2006).  

Consequently, they adopted (2) the process-orientation rather than an output-

orientation. In fact, customers are “resource integrators” which benefit and receive 

value through the application of operant resources, as skills and knowledge, rather 

than by the acquisition of goods. Accordingly, value is always contextual to the 

exchange and determined by the beneficiary in a dynamic process.  

Therefore, the process-orientation now emphasized (3) the notion of value-in-use, 

rather than the value-in-exchange adopted by the output-orientation, which 

acknowledged that: “There is no value until an offering is used [by the receiver]” 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 
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Similarly, Prahalad & Ramaswamy (2004) adopted the process-orientation in their 

conceptualization of value co-creation. By elaborating on studies in the field of user-

driven product innovation, they extended the role that customers play in the value 

chain (Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013). Also, they departed 

from the traditional view of market as “a locus of exchange” where firms and 

consumers have distinct and separate functions (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  

In fact, they recognized that the dynamic of social interactions between economic 

players has been progressively changing. Customers increasingly became more 

active, informed, and connected. This tendency challenged the traditional business 

paradigm, as customers gradually wanted to actively engage with firms in the value 

creation process. For this reason, Prahalad & Ramaswamy (2004) defined the DART 

model, which evidences the core aspects that firms must consider when interacting 

with its customers: dialogue, access, risk assessment, transparency.  

Specifically, dialogue can be interpreted as interactivity, deep engagement, and 

the willingness to act, in the pursuits of a shared solution in which interests of both 

firms and customers are equally weighted. Then, they used similar notions to define 

access and transparency - which raised to some criticisms by later studies (Hatch 

& Schultz, 2010) – both based on the concept of openness and symmetrical 

information on both sides. Then, the combination of all the other components leads 

customers to assess the risks/benefits of the interaction, within their knowledge 

limits.  

Grounded on that, Prahalad & Ramaswamy (2004) conceptualized the notion of 

“market as a forum”: firms and customers converge to co-create value 

together with not-predetermined roles. Since value is jointly created by the 

company and the customer at multiple points of interaction during their relationship, 

customers are co-creators of value (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Likewise, 
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the notion of value-in use reinforced this view, as it acknowledged that: “Experience 

and perception are essential to value determination” (Vargo & Lusch, 2006). Instead 

of being passive receivers of value, customers are determinant to extend the value 

of firms offering through experiences and interactions beyond the moment of the 

exchange: “Interactions between companies and customers are seen as a source 

of value creation” (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004).  

From the integration of these theoretical frameworks, experience and perception 

emerged as the fundamental premise for value determination and co-creation 

(Payne et al., 2009). This convergence contributed to introducing the co-creation 

perspective in brand literature: “The experience is the brand. The brand is co-

created and evolves with experience” (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004).  

Authors Theories Key points 

Vargo & Lusch  

(2004, 2006) 

Service-Dominant (S-

D) Logic in marketing 

• Service as center of the exchange; 

• Process-orientation; 

• Value-in-Use: experience essential 

to value determination 

Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy  

(2004) 

Value Co-Creation in 

customer experience 

• Value Co-Creation 

• DART: core components of 

interactions in co-creation  

• Market as a Forum for dyadic 
customer-firm interaction. 

Merz, He & Vargo 

(2009) 

Evolving the Brand 

Logic 

• Brand as social process; 

• Brand Value is co-created among 

the whole network of stakeholders. 

Table 1.  Theories contributions towards Brand Co-Creation (own creation). 

2.2.3. The Brand Co-Creation framework  

At that time, co-creation experiences in branding were only at an early stage (Gyrd-

Jones & Kornum, 2013). However, the emerging of S-D logic in marketing and value 
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co-creation advanced the evolution of branding towards a more participatory and 

bottom-up orientation, even though brand co-creation was still perceived as a dual 

relationship between firms and customers (Merz et al., 2009).  

Recently, several brand scholars advocate for a theoretical transition from the 

Relationship-focused Brand Era to the Stakeholders-focus Brand Era (Merz et al., 

2009). Originally, the Stakeholder Theory has defined the notion of stakeholders as: 

“Any groups or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the 

organization's objectives” (Freeman, 1984). Nevertheless, the major change in 

branding orientation started during the early 2000s. As a matter of fact, studies on 

brand communities demonstrated that the firm’s businesses are influenced by 

multilateral interactions with people who have interests in their brands, by sharing 

their experiences, expectations, and beliefs about the brand within the community 

(Muñiz et al., 2001). In such a way: “Brands belong to and are created in concert 

with communities” (Brown et al., 2003). It has to be clarified that this analysis will 

be focused on brand-related communities, which are composed by individuals 

who are grouped together around a brand or other social entities – e.g. cities - but 

their common experience is not particularly limited and centered only on that. 

Thereby, the conceptualization of branding as firm-customer dyad was clearly not 

capturing the whole dimension of branding in the modern business environment. 

Nowadays, indeed, not only are consumers contributing to disseminating their 

brand knowledge and expectations among communities, but also employees, 

investors, and business partners are progressively shaping the brand development 

through conscious or unconscious initiatives (Vallaster & von Wallpach et al., 2013).  

Also, the proliferation of ICT-connectivity devices has enabled a network of 

information broader than ever. Researches on online communities demonstrated 

that people are now more empowered thanks to social media and ICT-technologies, 
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which provided ubiquitous platforms that have transformed the consumer-to-

consumer dialogue by facilitating knowledge sharing on virtual spaces (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2010; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Furthermore, the process of brand 

co-creation is influenced by both individual and collective manifestations, which are 

embedded in different cultural contexts (von Wallpach et al., 2017). The depicted 

context shows the need to undertake an extended approach to brand co-creation. 

Grounded on these theoretical developments, the proposed paradigm of Brand 

Co-Creation elaborates brands as dynamic social processes which are jointly 

co-created through continuous interactions among firms and stakeholders 

(Csaba & Bengtsson, 2006; Merz et al., 2009).  

In this view, branding is a social phenomenon of: “stakeholder in ongoing processes 

of brand-related interactions” (Von Wollpach et al., 2017), where a wide variety of 

social constituents are actively engaged: “from product design to product 

consumption” (Payne et al., 2009). In this context, firms and stakeholders are 

motivated to engage with one another because they found complementarities and 

mutual advantages in the brand co-creation experience (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 

2013). Accordingly, stakeholders are endogenous to the process of brand value 

creation: “All economic and social actors are resource integrators” (Merz et al., 

2009). Firms’ boundaries are transformed and extended, with chances for increases 

in risks and rewards. For instance, stakeholders’ engagement in co-creation can 

rise issues on brands’ intellectual property rights or on brands’ reputation; on the 

other hand, the organization has the chance to gain more information about its 

surrounding environment (Hatch & Schultz, 2010).  

Also, social actors play a determining role in shaping brand reputation and identity. 

Specifically, brand identity has been investigated on two level of analysis: the first, 

which is deliberated and created by brand managers through proposed values, 
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symbols, and artifacts; the second, which is emergent and created by the 

stakeholders’ internal interpretation and elaboration of those images, symbols, and 

values (von Wallpach et al., 2017). There are some enduring attributes of brand 

identity that preserve coherence over time while other dimensions change to adjust 

to the surrounding environment (Csaba & Bengtsson, 2006).  

In this connection: “Stakeholders use these artifacts and interpret the proposed 

values in their own manner, thereby forming their own identities but enacting the 

brand identity at the same time” (von Wallpach et al., 2017). Therefore, brand 

identity is now reconceptualized as: “Relational and adaptive, while preserving 

consistency over time” (Da Silveira et al., 2013).  

Furthermore, stakeholders assume an influential role in co-creating the brand 

meaning, which can be defined as: “The internal and external stakeholders' 

mindset about the brand” (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013), and embraces the 

notions of brand identity and reputation (Black & Veloutsou, 2017). In this 

connection, stakeholders’ engagement and knowledge sharing are fundamentals 

for brand co-creation (Hatch & Schultz, 2010). In fact, stakeholders can influence 

meanings and values by expressing their personal opinions and experiences or 

sharing their knowledge about the brand, but they can also have more influence if 

they are motivated to actively engage. In that sense, the drive to engage in co-

creation practices concerns what the scope of co-creation (Füller, 2010).  

It has been demonstrated that co-creation practices can turn brand-related 

communities into “working customers” that are willing to commit to brand co-

creation because they can develop the “sense of ownership” of the brand: “By 

producing signals that wider audiences perceive as originating from the brand […] 

or co-creating brand's ideology, use, and persona” (Black & Veloutsou, 2017).  
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The tangible and intangible efforts of the stakeholders in “working for the brand” is 

not devoted to co-create the actual brand, but rather to co-create its intended 

associations and messages, namely the brand meaning (Black & Veloutsou, 2017).  

Indeed, scholars observed that engaged brand-related communities develop 

cultural and affective relationships which result in the interpretation of brands as 

“shared-cultural property” (Black & Veloutsou, 2017). This notion has effective 

managerial implications because it brings stakeholders to accept branding as an 

internal process of jointly-created meanings and values, instead of having the 

perception of an externally-imposed strategy by managers.  

Grounding on this evolution, the essay embraces the idea of brands as meaning 

transfer processes developed through meaningful interactions with engaged 

stakeholders. In fact, by contributing with their tangible and intangible efforts, 

social actors demonstrate their cultural and affective relationship with the brand, 

and their willing to actively influence and shape brand values and meanings. 

2.3. Prerequisites for Co-Creation Initiatives in the urban context 

This paper interprets brand co-creation as “the new branding logic” (Merz & Vargo, 

2009), but not only limited to branding field.  

In fact, branding literature can be interpreted to draw insights on how co-creation 

practices could be extended to develop a new conceptualization of the Smart City 

and urban development. In that sense, Ramaswamy & Ozcan (2014) offered the 

most relevant contribution to extending the notion of Brand-Co Creation beyond 

the relationship among firms and stakeholders toward the socio-economic context:   

“Co-creation is joint creation and evolution of value with stakeholders, 

intensified and enacted through platforms of engagements, virtualized and 
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emergent from ecosystems of capabilities, and actualized and embodied in 

domains of experiences, expanding wealth-welfare-wellbeing” 

Hence, the core of this definition is that co-creation is an evolutionary process 

based on the collaborative interactions between the composite network of 

stakeholders, communities, and experiences embedded in the actual society, which 

eventually result in the “platforms of engagements” - interpreted herein as 

“meanings transfer processes”. 

Therefore, grounded on the extensive notion of co-creation to social entities, this 

paper aims at stretching the Brand-Co Creation logic to develop a new 

conceptualization of smart development which ought to result in the creation of 

Smarter Cities.  

In the first section of this chapter, the analysis has presented how the urban actors 

have been traditionally operating with a top-down approach and as distinguished 

entities with different functions, roles, and power. But these perspectives constitute 

critical limitations to the implementation of Smarter Cities. If cities succeed in 

adopting the co-creation orientation that has been developed in branding literature, 

they could be able to proficiently engage with the network of stakeholders in 

developing shared and participatory initiatives for an improved approach to urban 

development.  

Before addressing the pillars to enable the implementation of participatory Smart 

City, the analysis is required to clarify precisely who are the stakeholders involved 

in the Smart City. Specifically, this paper adopts the Quintuple Helix Model (Q-

Helix) (Carayannis & Rakhmatullin, 2014; Iaione, 2018), which detects five major 

groups of urban stakeholders: governments, citizenship, experts/academics, 

businesses, and NGOs (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. The Quintuple Helix Model in cities (own creation).  

Traditionally, the balancing of power in the Q-Helix has been the most critical point 

in preventing the implementation of co-creation initiatives. In an effort to relate the 

degrees of citizenship’s participation with the notion of power, Arnstein (1969) 

highlighted that the unbalance among “powerholders” and “have-nots” have 

prevented from increasing participation among urban stakeholders. In fact, Political 

institutions have been the powerholders that have tried to preserve the power to 

determinate public policies and influence urban development, because of their risk-

aversion and resistance to change the governance system in order to open the 

decision-making process to the have-nots (Bason, 2010). But how can urban 

policies be best designed if not actively engaging stakeholders in the process and 

starting from their needs? Co-creation practices might be the answer. As the urban 

areas have grown more complex, governments are now challenging a situation in 

which they are asked to do more with declining resources. In this context, it is 

extremely important to implement policies that aspire to set aside the functional 

separation that typically characterized the relationships within the Q-Helix.  
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Hence, these are the prerequisites to enable co-creation practices in urban 

contexts: 

1. Systemic. Urban co-creation needs to be systemic: its scope must 

permeate the whole stages of the policy-making process, from the 

diagnostic of the problem, to the generation of the idea, to the design and 

implementation of the new solution (Bason, 2010). The typical designer-user 

relationship needs to be transcended to create an extended peer community.  

2. Hierarchy-flattened. Accordingly, there should not be any differentiations 

between proponents and receivers in co-creative systems, as specified by 

Prahalad & Ramaswamy (2004). Co-creation implies sharing of power 

between government and stakeholders and people involved from the very 

beginning of projects and initiatives, as it aims to create an “extended peer 

community” (Bason, 2010).  

3. Multi-directional. Since co-creation is a learning process, all stakeholders 

can gain cross-sectional value from a fluid and multi-directional exchange of 

knowledge. Therefore, as the process is neither top-down nor bottom-up, 

the flow of information and ideas among stakeholders occurs across multiple 

directions.  

4. Collaborative. By definition, co-creation initiatives are based on 

collaboration among stakeholders, where all social actors are resource 

integrators and endogenous to the process of creating brand (Merz et al., 

2009). Co-creation is based on transforming a “passive audience” into 

“active players”. Consequently, the relationship between institutions and the 

Q-Helix need to be conceived as a collaborative partnership.  
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5. Repeated and intense. If individuals are assumed as co-creators of value 

(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004), local governments need to conceive their 

relationships with the other Q-Helix actors as repeated and intense. In fact, 

co-creation helps stakeholders to increase the frequency, the duration, and 

the extent of their interactions – that is, “smart interaction”.  

6. Mutually beneficial. Bearing in mind that the goal of co-creation in smart 

cities is to develop more sustainable and better models for city living, all 

those involved have the same stake in assisting and learning from one 

another (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013). Also, if stakeholders are actively 

engaged from the beginning to the end stage, co-created urban processes 

might be able to deliver more effective and acceptable public policies, 

specifically tailored on the needs of the local context (Leading Cities, 2012). 

7. Trusted and Transparent. Trust and transparency emerged as the most 

significant characteristics that any co-creation initiatives need to undertake.  

As a matter of fact, Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) assumed transparency 

to be one of the four building blocks of their DART model. Also, Hatch & 

Schultz (2010), who integrated the DART model and shifted the focus on 

engagement and organizational self-disclosure, evidenced the need for 

organizations to be transparent with their stakeholders when co-creating 

brands. In their view, transparency implies organizational self-disclosure, 

because all stakeholders involved in co-creation become partners and they 

voluntarily share information in the process. Concerning the urban context, 

governments need to work on transparency to build a reputation that 

stakeholders can trust by making information accessible by providing equal 

opportunities for everyone. 
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8. Diverse. Co-creation involves players from different sectors: it requires the 

participation of at least three different actors in the process as a distinctive 

feature from the traditional participatory models (Alvarez, 2014). That is, it 

implies that the co-creation process can also autonomously develop among 

stakeholders apart from institutions. 

Systemic Engaging stakeholders from the beginning to the end stages 

Hierarchy-Flattened Sharing of power to create an “extended peer community 

Multi Directional Neither top-down nor bottom-up, but horizontal 

Collaborative From passive audience to active players 

Repeated and Intense Increase frequency, duration, extent of interactions 

Mutually Beneficial All the actors have stakes and can gain advantages  

Trust & Transparency Accessibility and equal opportunities 

Diverse Implies different stakeholders (not necessarily institutions) 

Table 2. Prerequisites for urban co-creation initiatives (own creation). 

2.4. Problem Formulation and Research Questions  

This research aspires to assume a relevant position in the field of urban innovation, 

since it will offer new insights on the field of smart development though the 

integration and convergence of branding literature in co-creation.  
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Also, this paper has relevance in the field of International Business because, as 

already mentioned, the cities are now the center of the global economy for their role 

of innovation hubs, and because the vast majority of modern society resides there.  

By elaborating on Brand Co-Creation, this analysis aims to advance the 

conceptualization of Smart City towards a new approach: more participative, 

horizontal, and open. Therefore, the research aims at answering at the critical 

questions of:  

1. What are the practical reasons and challenges in implementing co-creation 

approach to the Smart City? 

2. How can Brand Co-Creation literature support the Smart City in the task of 

increasing the engagement of urban stakeholders? 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

The third chapter will provide insights about the scientific approach adopted by this 

academic paper in the process of developing knowledge. The purpose of this 

section is to introduce the overall methodological approach for investigating the 

two research questions, whose aim is to evaluate the impact of brand co-creation 

literature in making urban development smarter. This section will develop a 

methodological understanding from the outside-in of the “Research Onion Model” 

developed by Saunders et al. (Figure 3). This model is structured in six different 

layers of analysis. The major level regards the ontological and epistemological 

assumptions of the research and its philosophical stances. The following levels 

address the research approach, research strategy, methods, and time horizons. 

Lastly, the essay will outline the processes of data collection and analysis to the 

development of the case study and follow-up discussion.  

 

Figure 3. The Research Onion Model (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill; pag.108, 2009) 
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3.1. Research Philosophy  

The research philosophy is an over-arching notion which aims to examine the nature 

and the development of new knowledge. It embodies “the basic belief system or 

world view that guides the investigation” (Guba & Lincoln, 1982) and it relates to the 

“development of knowledge and the nature of that knowledge” (Saunders et al., 

2009). This section is intended to describe the scientific positioning of this research 

and how it aims to produce new knowledge. In addition, it has practical implications 

on the methodological approach of the paper and it gives relevant insights on the 

researcher’s view of the world. This perspective is based on certain assumptions at 

ontological and epistemological level which concern the nature of the reality 

(ontology) and the nature of the science (epistemology).  

3.1.1. Assumptions on Ontology and Epistemology 

Ontology relates to the nature of reality and social entities (Bryman, 2012). It 

requires the researcher to make assumptions on their vision on how the world 

operates and how society is constructed (Saunders et al., 2009). The ontological 

dimension analyzes the differences between reality and our perceptions of the 

world, and it is classified in two distinct worldviews: objectivism and subjectivism 

(Saunders et al., 2009).  

The objectivist view argues that individuals cannot influences reality since it is an 

external entity to social actors. It has been increasingly criticized as an inappropriate 

and flawed approach in the analysis of social science (Holden & Lynch, 2004). In 

contrast, subjectivist view seems to be more suitable to the social science, and 

more specifically to the purpose of this academic paper. In fact, subjectivism 

believes that social phenomena are created from the perceptions and behaviors of 

social actors and, consequently, through their continuous social interactions.  
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In the second chapter, the paper analyzed how the notion of co-creation clearly 

assumed the dynamic of continuous interactions among stakeholders, therefore the 

ontological approach to subjectivism seems to be the most suitable for the 

purpose of this analysis.  

On the other hand, epistemology relates to the nature of the knowledge, and it is 

concerned with identifying what represents valid and acceptable knowledge within 

a particular field of studies (Saunders et al., 2009). Likewise, it is divided in two main 

branches: positivism and interpretivism.  

Positivism is associated with scientific enquiry: it characterizes the researches 

concerned with predicting the outcomes from the collection and the analysis of 

observable facts (Saunders & Tosey, 2013). In fact, the end purpose of positivism 

is to generate “law-like generalizations” similar to the ones produced by the physical 

and natural scientists (Remenyi et al., 1998). On the other hand, interpretivism aims 

to understand human nature and the role of individuals as social actors.  

This approach is based on the analysis of social phenomena through people’s 

feelings and perceptions, since the interpretivists believe that people assess social 

phenomena in line with their mindsets, meanings, cultures, and ideas.  

It should be clear that the interpretivist approach is the more suitable for the 

purpose of this analysis, since it provides the right standpoint to understand human 

behavior in stakeholders, their logics and mental settings, about the co-creation 

initiative to develop more sustainable and better performing urban environments. 

3.1.2. The philosophical paradigm  

In accordance with the combination of the subjectivist ontological view and 

interpretivist epistemology view, social constructivism emerges as the 

philosophical paradigm to be adopted in the continuation of this analysis (Berger & 
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Luckmann, 1966). Social constructivism assumes reality as a socially constructed 

phenomenon (Andrews, 2012). More specifically, this paradigm believes that our 

perception of reality is influenced by the social circumstances in which social actors 

are embedded: for instance, customers see different associations and meanings 

with a specific brand as a consequence of their own socially constructed 

perceptions and views of the world.  

Therefore, this philosophical paradigm emphasizes the “reality” as a product of 

human perceptions - which is arguably in line with the goal of this academic paper. 

In fact, this paradigm supports the underlying assumption of this research, namely 

brand as a co-created process where value is determined by the meanings and the 

level of interactions within the network of social stakeholders.  

3.2. Research Design 

Right after clarifying the philosophical stances adopted by this research, the present 

section will illustrate the research design. The function of a research design is to 

help the researcher to obtain relevant evidence to answer the research questions 

“as unambiguously as possible” (De Vaus & De Vaus, 2001). In fact, it is intended to 

illustrate the underlying logical structure of the research “for the collection and 

analysis of data” (De Vaus & De Vaus, 2001; Bryman, 2012).  

The conducted research will assume an exploratory research design since its 

main focus is on gaining practical insights on how the Brand Co-Creation literature 

assume relevance in relation to developing a new conceptualization of Smart City. 

Yin (2003) suggests adopting the exploratory design for research questions which 

deal with the “how” and the “why” instead of the “what”. In addition, Exploratory 

research design is successfully utilized when there is an attempt of generating new 
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ideas and when the outcome of the investigation is unknown because there are few 

earlier academic evidences to rely upon.  

3.2.1. Research Approach 

The research approach must be fitting the overall research design and have a clear 

connection with the research problem. Three main perspectives can be adopted in 

the linking of theoretical framework and empirical findings: the deductive approach, 

the inductive approach, and the abductive approach. In the first one, the researcher 

gathers knowledge from already developed theories and then tests their hypothesis 

on the collected data. In the second, the researcher moves from the collection and 

analysis of empirical data to build new knowledge. Lastly, the abductive approach 

represents a combination the two precedent approaches. It concerns the 

comparison of existing knowledge with the collected data on a very matter-of-fact 

perspective, which tries to give the best prediction about the observed reality 

(Saunders et al., 2009).  

Given the structure of this research, which aims at exploring an objective that is 

currently unknown but can rely on consistent theoretical contributions from 

interconnected fields, the abductive research approach is here adopted. In the 

following stages, indeed, the analysis will refer to the existing knowledge in Smart 

City and Brand Co-Creation literature, but it will also try to gain new sense out of 

those contributions through data analysis and empirical findings. 

3.2.2. Time-frame & Methodological choices 

The time-horizon for this research is cross-sectional because the limited time-frame 

cannot allow to verify if respondents have changed their mind in the period in which 

this academic paper has been developed (Saunders et al., 2009).  
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Concerning the methodological choices, researchers can choose between 

quantitative method, qualitative method, or a mixture of both (Saunders & Tosey, 

2013). The quantitative research relates to the observation and measurement of 

large quantities of data and numbers, because it aims to develop a theoretical 

generalization (Bryman, 2012). On the other hand, the qualitative research regards 

the collection of rich data, such as personal beliefs and opinions, because it aims 

to achieve an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon through the interpretation 

of subjective meanings (Bryman, 2012).  

In accordance with the social constructivism philosophy, and with the purpose of 

this research on investigating how co-creation experiences can improve smart 

cities in terms of participation and engagement, multiple qualitative methods will 

be applied in the process of data collection.  

3.3. Research Strategy in Data Analysis  

This section describes the adopted research strategy to obtain knowledge. 

Typically, the strategy corresponds to a crucial component of the research, which 

can be defined as: “The general plan of how the researcher will go about answering 

the research questions” (Saunders et al., 2009). In other terms, the research strategy 

provides the general orientation of the research in guiding the process of data 

collection, which has to be based on the specific research questions.   

In accordance with the social constructivism paradigm and abductive approach, 

the narrative strategy is here detected as the best orientation in both data 

collection and analysis to develop knowledge on co-creation experiences in urban 

context. The narrative knowledge is constructed from subjective knowledge and 

negotiated though the researcher’s interpretation of the collected rich and 

qualitative data. Accordingly, narrative and discourse analysis will be focused on 
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understanding the personal stories recounted in the interviews, that will be part of 

the analysis through direct citations when required and through interpretation of 

their narratives. Also, the analysis will include reflection on data collected through 

observations and archival research, as the combination of multiple methods will 

bring the researcher to enhance the consistency of his empirical findings and 

elaborate the best prediction about the observed reality.  

The combination of methods is also known as triangulation, which can be defined 

as: “The use of more than one method or source of data in the study of a 

phenomenon so that findings may be cross-checked” (Bryman, 2012). Also, the 

fourth chapter would be dedicated to the Rome case study developed through 

narrative analysis with the goal of providing empirical inputs to test theory and 

extend knowledge development: “Single case can represent a significant 

contribution to knowledge and theory building by confirming, challenging, or 

extending the theory” (Yin, 2014).  

In accordance with the social constructivism paradigm, the analysis will first 

proceed to explore how interviewees express their subjective knowledge and 

recount the personal experience in urban co-creation initiatives in which they are 

involved. Thereby, the researcher will compare how respondents illustrate their 

worldviews: in fact, the abductive approach requires a comparison across the 

collected data to identify a common storyline across the data and to develop an in-

depth contextual understanding on the phenomenon (Törmälä & Gyrd-Jones, 2017). 

In doing so, the gathered subjective knowledge would be analyzed and interpreted 

to comprehend the explicit or implicit key principles, the contextual factors, and the 

stakeholders’ logics and attitudes. In fact, the researcher will develop a narrative 

analysis to elucidate from each interviewees’ narrative their orientation in regard to 

smart development. Ultimately, the purpose of the narrative analysis would be to 
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uncover the rationale of stakeholders’ mindset in relation to the nature of co-

creation approach in smart cities. Also, the narrative analysis will integrate 

contributions from observations and previously developed theoretical contributions 

in the elaboration of the city of Rome’s case study and following discussion. 

3.3.1. Semi-structured Narrative Interviews    

The first source of primary data consists of semi-structured narrative interviews with 

urban stakeholders in Rome, as the main purpose is to gain subjective and 

experiential knowledge on the Roman urban scenario. The narrative interviews were 

characterized by careful questioning and active listening during the exchange of 

interactions between researcher and respondents. The major strengths in narrative 

interviews approach is that respondents are used to think narratively, as: “We 

organize our experience and our memory of human happenings mainly in the form 

of narrative” (Bruner, 1986).  

Hence, the interviews were designed to bring stakeholders to recount practical 

examples, and to share their expert understanding. The described actions, 

episodes, and stories would acquire the proper scientific contribution when 

presented as narratives. In this regard, the researcher would try to make sense of 

the collected subjective knowledge by narratively interpreting the causal 

interrelations among the gathered data to uncover stakeholders attitudes and 

mindsets (Törmälä & Gyrd-Jones, 2017).  

The interviews were all conducted in Italian and recorded for transcription purpose: 

an English translation can be found in the Appendix section. The researcher has 

personally conducted 7 interviews with at least one representative of the five groups 

of stakeholders in Rome (Table 3).  
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# Name Stakeholders Position Type Length Date 

1 Tommaso Citizen Volunteer  Face-to-face 7 min 15.04.18 

2 Maria Grazia Citizen Volunteer  Face-to-face 11 m 15.04.18 

3 Rebecca Spitzmiller NGO Retake Roma: founder Face-to-face 58 m 24.04.18 

4 Christian Iaione Expert LabGov, Co-Roma Face-to-face 50 m 27.04.18 

5 Paolo Arsena Expert Metrovia: founder Phone 28 m 03.05.18 

6 Claudio Bordi Business/Inst. Risorse per Roma: EU projects Phone 21 m 04.05.18 

7 Flavia Marzano Institutions Councilor for Roma Semplice  Skype 18 m 06.05.18 

8 Giuseppe Carasolo Business/Inst. Risorse per Roma: CEO Phone 14 m 07.05.18 

Table 3. The detailed list of interviewers.  

In accordance with respondents’ constraints limitations in terms of time and 

availability to be interviewed face-to-face, some interviews were conducted by 

phone and by Skype and resulted to be shorter. Every interviewee was asked to 

respond to different types of questions, as different stakeholders adopt different 

mindsets and languages. For instance, the interviewing process with citizens has 

been more informal and colloquial in the form of spot-up interviews during a 

practical observation. 

Also, they were asked to recount specific episodes and examples which can be 

referred to the specific initiatives in which they are involved. All the respondents 

have been selected after carefully considering the quality of subjective knowledge 

in their socio-cultural context and what they could have brought to the development 

of the Rome case study and complementary co-creation discussion. 

For instance, Rebecca Spitzmiller was interviewed as founder of the NGO “Retake 

Roma”, which represents one of the best examples of an engaged city-related 

community which has been developed in Rome up to this moment. Paolo Arsena 
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was interviewed as urban planner expert (founder at “Metrovia”) and Christian 

Iaiaone as Smart CIty and Urban Co-Creation expert (founder at “LabGov”, “Co-

Roma”): both of them have been proficient in engaging citizenship, privates, and 

experts in the development of collaborative initiatives in the city of Rome.  

Also, there are political representatives, like Flavia Marzano who is the current 

Councilor for “Roma Semplice”, the branch of Roma Capitale engaged in the 

development of the Smart City, from strategy to practical urban innovation 

initiatives. The business respondents from “Risorse per Roma” are operating under 

the direct guidance of political institutions: in fact, the firm is a subsidiary company 

owned by the Roma Municipality, which is deputed to the creation of instrumental 

services in urban planning and transformation activities on the territory through 

projects financed by Roma Capitale and the EU.   

3.3.2. Observations 

This research is also implementing observations as a supplement to the process of 

gathering primary data. Observations are often conducted in social researches as 

complementary techniques to combine with other methods. In fact, they present 

certain limitations, as they often give “limited experience on the studied 

phenomenon” (Andersen, 2008). However, by triangulating those qualitative 

findings with the other methods, the researcher could assure reliable contributions. 

The most recent observation has been conducted in the form of non-partecipatory 

observation (Bryman, 2012) on an initiative conducted by a group of citizens and 

volunteers from “Retake Roma” on 15th April 2018. In this observation, the 

researcher witnessed at an organized public gathering, where citizens and 

volunteers (the “retakers”) collaborated in the cleaning of the streets and public 

gardens, in graffiti removal, and in the repainting of defaced public walls through 
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specific materials provided by AMA (Rome Municipality waste company), the NGO 

itself or by employing citizens’ personal properties.  

This action concerned the group of “Retake Monteverde Vecchio”, which is a sub-

community operating in the neighborhood of “Monteverde” in near-center Rome. It 

was coordinated by a supervisor, Paolo, and there were about 30 participants for a 

duration of 4 hours (8:00-14:00). During this time, the researcher collected some 

opinions, thoughts, and stories from the participants, but only two of them agreed 

to release spot-up interviews during the conduced observation (Appendix 1, 2).  

Also, this analysis could benefit from the researcher’s direct participation to three 

practical workshops at LabGov. Those experiences happened during January 2015 

at LUISS Guido Carli University, but they proved valuable for this analysis in 

different ways. First, the researcher gained practical experience on how LabGov 

develop their practical intervention on urban commons. Secondly, through the 

attendance at these workshops, the researcher was able to conduct a more 

experiential interview with the founder of LabGov, Christian Iaione, based on shared 

experience, narratives, and episodes. Therefore, the participation in those 

workshops should be considered as complementary to the data collection process.  

3.3.3. Archival Research 

In social science, archival research consists in the systemic analysis and evaluation 

of sources that can be found “in the archive” (Lewis-Beck et al.,2003). That is, the 

present research has collected data through multiple secondary sources: reports, 

academic papers, media articles, press releases, newspaper interviews, but also 

website and social media materials, firms, and organizations’ web page.  

Though the combination of methods, which is referred to as triangulation, the 

following chapters will integrate the rich and qualitative data collected through 
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interviews and observations with the secondary sources collected from the cited 

multiple sources. Both primary and secondary data will contribute to forming a 

comprehensive understanding in the narrative development of the Rome Case 

study and the following discussion on adopting co-creation in cities.  
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4. CASE STUDY ANALYSIS: THE CITY OF ROME  

This section is committed to analyzing the city case study of the Italian capital, 

Rome.  The case study analysis is intended to bring empirical evidence to develop 

insightful findings and respond to the research questions. Within the examination 

of how Brand Co-Creation principles could be implemented to develop the 

participatory approach to the Smart City, Rome can offer a significant urban 

scenario to be investigated. In fact, the purpose of the Rome case study is not to 

illustrate an example of an already established Smart City, but to document a 

context where the phenomenon is not deep-rooted yet, but urban stakeholders are 

actively being engaged in co-creation initiatives.   

4.1. The complexity of the urban scenario   

Rome is one of the largest and most populated cities in Europe, with an urban area 

of 1,284 square meters and a population around 3 million inhabitants, which 

constantly welcomes millions of tourists every year - 14.6 million in 2017 (Roma 

Capitale, 2018a). Rome, indeed, is famed around the world for its millennial history 

and breathtaking beauty set among a lively, but chaotic urban landscape.  

According to the 2017 Smart City Index (Easy Park Group, 2018), Rome is only 

ranked at 71st place in the worldwide scenario of smart cities. In this regard, the city 

has struggled in recovering from decades of poorly ruled administrations that have 

conducted Rome to being highly vulnerable in some strategic areas of urban 

development, like transports, mobility infrastructure and waste management (EY, 

2017). In 2010s, the city suffered public budget deficits and political scandals in the 

City Council, which contributed to undermining the social cohesion and 

development of the urban context.   
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Furthermore, the functionalistic organization of Rome Municipality and the high 

degree of bureaucracy contributed to slow down to slow the process of defining a 

holistic urban growth strategy. The population showed its rising frustration during 

the election for the Mayor in 2016 which led to a major change in the political 

scenario. Five Star Movement nominee Virginia Raggi won the election with a 

political campaign based on anti-establishment narratives, and on the following 

core principles: transparency, honesty, and participation. In 2016, the Rome City 

Council suddenly expressed its concerns to embrace a different orientation to the 

smart development. Indeed, they stressed the need to embrace a broader 

conceptualization of the Smart City, which aims at the development of sharing and 

participatory practices to rethink the governance (Roma Capitale: Smart CIty, 2016):  

“Thinking about the future of the city implies having the courage to question 

obsolete governance models to affirm innovative solutions that address key issues: 

quality of life, right to work, sustainable development, inclusion of the weakest […] 

It is a matter of thinking of social innovation initiatives that will transform city's 

stakeholders into active protagonists”.  

Accordingly, this vision clearly communicated that Rome is willing to undertake a 

new phase in its urban development, where institutions seeks to interact with 

citizenship and other stakeholders to develop an inclusive and co-created urban 

environment. In fact, despite the challenging socio-political urban scenario - or 

perhaps because of it - several stakeholders-driven initiatives have emerged, with 

the goal to actively contribute to transforming the urban landscape in Rome.  

The next two sections will present what institutions and the other urban 

stakeholders are trying to implement to adopt a more participatory and 

collaborative approach to urban development and its smart growth. 
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4.2. Three stakeholders-driven co-creation initiatives  

This section presents three stakeholders-driven experiences that are currently 

implementing co-creation practices: Retake Roma, LabGov, and Metrovia. Each of 

them is implementing a different approach to co-creation initiatives, which will be 

narratively investigated. By elucidating direct citations, this section attempts to 

evidence the rationale that drives stakeholders to engage in active participation and 

co-creation practices to shape the evolution of the urban environment of Rome.   

4.2.1. Retake Roma 

 “Retake Roma” is an NGO organization founded by Rebecca Spitzmiller in 2009 

and it is probably one of the most interesting initiatives based on co-creation among 

stakeholders in Rome. It engages in practical actions to fight against degradation, 

the valorization of public goods and the diffusion of civic sense in the territory of 

Rome through a participatory effort among the urban social constituents (Retake 

Roma, 2018).   

Retake Roma, indeed, was born with the goal of: “Recovering our city from 

vandalism, negligence, and neglect” (Interview 3, question 2). Spitzmiller recounted 

that the idea to fund this organization came from her personal desire to restore the 

décor where she used to live: “Instead of leaving and going back to Miami, I decided 

to roll up my sleeves and start with my own building that was full of graffiti” (Interview 

3, question 1). At the beginning it was very difficult to spread Retake’s message 

among the population because of different barriers. Primarily, as noted in most of 

the interviews conducted, the so-called mentality and culture of resignation: “The 

mental barrier is the hardest thing to change. The mentality is more difficult 

to be "cleaned up" than the writing” (Interview 3, question 8).  
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Empirical evidence, indeed, demonstrated that the Retake movement has initially 

evolved within Spitzmiller’s English-speaking community, while local people had 

simply grown accustomed and felt resigned. When asked if her belonging to 

American culture has had influences in her desire to take action, Spitzemiller said: 

“Exactly […] For Americans, graffiti gave the feelings of degraded city and deep 

annoyance, both physical and psychological. I was sick, I felt uncomfortable; to 

intervene became a physiological need” (Interview 3, question 13). 

An additional obstacle to Retake’s development came from the initial strategy. In 

fact, at the beginning they were more focused on organizing large events in public 

locations such as Villa Borghese (center-Rome) to attract media attention and gain 

visibility, rather than being committed to their principles: “Initially we organized 

some great events, not understanding that instead an action on our building was the 

goal that had motivated me and that would thus motivate anyone else interested” 

(Interview 3, question 3). As a result, the following stages of Retake’s development 

focused on building a committed and empowered city-related community, 

which in turn might impact on the surrounding environment.  

The social media played a decisive role in this evolution: “People were trying to do 

something. We decided to form neighborhood groups [...] and link them on the main 

fan page, so that they would then become interactive. It was a huge technological 

breakthrough” (Interview 3, question 3). In fact, people started to aggregate in a 

strong-community using social media to organize and coordinate concrete 

interventions on the territory, i.e. the “retakes”. During the retakes, the “retarkers” 

(volunteers) are engaged in peeling off abusive posters, collecting the trash, 

sweeping the streets, cleaning graffiti, repainting the walls.  

Also, interviews and observations showed that people who share Retake’s values 

and meanings are aware of their role on the urban development and are committed 
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to be employed as “working consumers” through tangible efforts (Black & 

Veloutsou, 2017): “Whoever feels this need is totally involved […] The 

expansion that Retake has had so far is due to volunteers who felt it was a 

need. They have been empathetically recognized in our message” (Interview 3). 

In 2014, they assumed the NGO status to acquire the juridical person entity that 

could formally interact with institutions and other urban stakeholders as a single 

social constituent. Today, Retake Roma is an extended reality with a capillary 

presence on the territory, as the numbers of retakers is exponentially increased with 

many sub-communities developed in each neighborhood in Rome.  

Currently, Retake is trying to involve even more social constituents: “It is very 

important, we must act on all fronts at 360 degrees […] Involving other actors and 

institutions is certainly among our goals” (Interview 3, question 16). In fact, the NGO 

is trying to expand its initiatives in the fourth area, the private companies, with the 

“InRetake” project.  

The latter concerns the identification of private businesses that share the same 

philosophy as Retake Roma and are willing to be actively engaged in promoting 

virtuous behaviors and concrete efforts on the territory. For instance, every 

business engaged in the InRetake network must keep the maintenance and 

cleaning of the area surrounding its business. The main purpose of actively 

engaging businesses is to aggregate an increasing number of social constituents 

to jointly organize initiatives to “retake” more urban spaces (Retake Roma: 

InRetake, 2018). For instance, on 27th April 2018, Retake Roma collaborated with 

the Institute for Sport Credit, the Rome Councilorship for Sport, citizens, volunteer 

associations, and businesses to jointly arranged the largest initiative ever: “WakeUp 

Flaminio!”. In this project, Retake Roma has also started the “Retake Culture” 
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initiative, where art history experts offer to guide retakers in a tour which combines 

the rediscovery of the artistic wonders with the culture of caring and urban décor. 

Ultimately, Retake is actively contributing to building a Smarter Rome through its 

co-created initiatives, which in turn might be able to wake up citizenship and 

institutions: “I do not know if the [Smart City] situation would be worse if we did not 

exist, but we are certainly helping a lot” (Interview 3, question 2).   

• Retake Roma has proactively contributed to rising behavioral 

awareness about co-creation initiatives among social constituents 

through active participation and civic engagement of stakeholders. 

4.2.2. Metrovia 

“Metrovia” aims at revolutionizing the mobility in Rome through co-design and 

reuse (Interview 5, question 8). Like Retake Roma, Metrovia is a project conceived 

from the personal desire of Paolo Arsena, an expert urban planner, to find a solution 

to the issues of traffic and a prehistoric public transport system that characterize 

Rome. Metrovia, indeed, aims at offering an alternative solution to reutilizes existing 

infrastructures: “I thought of a system that, starting from the existing [regional 

railways] would optimize costs and benefits, imagining new metropolitan surface 

lines on the urban sections of existing railways, and increasing the intersections and 

stop nodes” (Interview 5, question 1).  

Given the highly technical nature of this project, Metrovia started to be co-created 

by experts and businesses in the transports field. This experts-community has been 

the driving force behind the initial development and diffusion of the Metrovia 

(Interview 5, question 5). But the project started to gain greater diffusion with the 

involvement of citizenship in the online co-design of the “integrated transport map”. 

The Metrovia-community realized an easy-accessible website which would be 
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capable of illustrating the complexity of transports to everyone. Then, they asked 

stakeholders for suggestions, ideas, and criticisms to enrich and modify the original 

Metrovia map thanks to their local knowledge on the specific urban areas. Thereby, 

the project resulted to be co-designed and co-planned among experts, businesses, 

and citizens (Interview 5). Metrovia, indeed, positively appraises the engagement of 

urban stakeholders: “The participation of the public has never failed and in 

some cases exceeded our expectations” (Interview 5, question 6). Accordingly, 

Metrovia resulted to be the most voted online initiatives in the “PUMS” (i.e. Rome 

Municipality’s Strategic Plan for Sustainable Mobility).  Indeed, Arsena hopes to 

increase participation to realize more effective solutions to the urban issues and, 

also, to build a “pressure group” that starting from citizens, will later extends to 

other social constituents and institutions to change the face of Rome and its urban 

areas.   

• Co-creation initiatives enable innovation and cost-effective solution to 

the smart development of the city, as demonstrated with Metrovia. 

4.2.3. LabGov  

LabGov aspires to create an informal community that can serve as a place to 

experiment practices of co-governance with the goal of reconceiving the city as a 

common. As declared by its founder Christian Iaione:  

“What I am doing with LabGov is to put people in a position to get out of the 

condition of need and to be able to develop by themselves” (Interview 4).  

Originally, the “LABoratory for the GOVernance of the City as a Common (LabGov)” 

was developed within the academic context of LUISS Guido Carli University (Rome) 

to develop specific competencies in public governance for a new breed of future 

professionals, social designers, and innovators. LabGov has always integrated the 
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actions and experience of different stakeholders -  students, scholars, experts, local 

associations, institutions, and companies - to create an informal community 

which is highly committed to shape the surrounding social, economic and 

legal environment of the city and the traditional approach to governance. 

Through the years, LabGov focused its activities on two main areas:   

- Research: study and research activities are led by LabGov-alumni, experts and 

scholars through the joint venture between LUISS International Center on 

Democracy and Democratization (Rome) and Fordham Urban Law Center (New 

York), and with the scientific supervision of Sheila Foster and Christian Iaione. 

They mostly focus on themes as governance of the urban commons, 

collaborative planning, social innovation, collaborative economy. 

- Experiment: Workshops and on-the-field actions to train, practice, and develop 

civic collaboration among urban stakeholders and the vision of cities as 

commons. They have been actively engaged with different city-related 

communities and institutions in multiple Italian Cities. For instance, in Bologna 

where they have worked with local administration to apply the idea of co-

governance to the design of public policies (LabGov, 2018).   

Grounded on the integration of these components, LabGov has codified 

observations from on-the-field experiences in a structured methodological 

approach, the so-called “Co-City Protocol”. This protocol comprises co-design 

and co-creation principles for legal, economic, financial, digital, educational fields 

(Interview 4, question 2). The workshops and initiatives that the LabGov’s 

community has experienced in different urban realities in the whole Italian territory 

have been integrated with scientific researches and studies to develop the so-called 

“Co-City Cycle”, which is composed of six phases: knowing, mapping, practicing, 

prototyping, testing, and modeling (Figure 4).  

http://icedd.luiss.edu/
http://icedd.luiss.edu/
http://law.fordham.edu/urbanlawcenter.htm
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Figure 4. The Co-City Cycle (Christian Iaione, 2018) 

After testing the methodological protocol in other urban environments (Co-Bologna, 

Co-Mantova, Co-Battipaglia, etc.), in 2015, LabGov decided to start in Rome the 

“Co-Roma” project, which was co-developed by students, local businesses, 

experts and institutions. The goal of this co-creation project is to elaborate, 

design and test new governance strategy for urban commons that aims at 

involving everyone in the development of the urban context. More specifically, Co-

Roma is focused on the Roman suburbs and it aims at addressing the problem of 

tech justice, namely the socio-economic inequalities that usually come with 

technology-focused approach to smart development. In relation to this, he 

observed that the traditional approaches to the Smart CIty generates the 

gentrification of cities because the policies are not co-designed and co-created with 

residents and urban stakeholders (Interview 4, question 13):   
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“I often say experts should dive into the communities, understand what is 

needed. Otherwise you get a "top process” that generates expulsion”  

LabGov, indeed, identifies that the major problem of co-creation processes is that 

they have empirically resulted to be elitist processes: since urban stakeholders 

have different levels of education, time, and interest to participate, they might 

remain limited to the more educated part of society. For this reason, Iaione decided 

to try to build paths that are specifically designed for people who would not normally 

be intercepted “What we have tried to do is to lower the elitist scope of these 

projects, make them a somewhat more popular phenomenon; and in order to 

do this one must renounce many things, corrupt the model, and manipulate the 

mechanism. Co-Roma is the outcome of all this” (Interview 4, question 5).  

Therefore, Co-Roma is an attempt to start from communities and inhabitants who 

are usually put on the sidelines. Rather than expel them from the initiatives of city 

co-creation, LabGov is attempting to make the issues of smart development more 

accessible to these urban stakeholders, with the goal of creating local communities 

that are based on co-creation and horizontal structures. By providing the co-city 

protocol toolkit and assisting them in the implementation of its practices, LabGov 

aims at empowering the communities and making them able to self-develop 

and play an active role in shaping the future smart development of Rome.   

• LabGov empowers local communities through an applied research and 

experimentation approach to co-creation and co-governance practices 

to make them able to self-develop.  

• Iaione stresses the necessity for co-creation to be enabled by horizontal 

structures and to rethink of the governance of policy making as fluid. 
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4.3. The New Vision for Smart City Rome 

According to the “2016-2021 Planning Lines for the Government of Roma Capitale”, 

Roma City Council committed to intervene on several critical issues as the lack of 

trust from the citizenship; the “digital divide” among the population; the lack of 

established participation practices, both online and offline.  

To contrast this situation and accelerate the growth of stakeholder’s participation 

as a widespread practice, the City Council instituted for the first time the 

Councillorship for “Roma Semplice” – literally Easy Rome. The choice of this name, 

although it may seem like an oxymoron for the urban landscape depicted earlier, 

was intended to make the long-term objective clear: “To make Roma smarter and 

simpler for everyone, no one excluded” (Agenda Digitale, 2018a).  

According to Flavia Marzano, to reach this ambitious goal Roma Semplice needs to 

undertake an inclusive approach to the Smart City (Intervie 7, question 2): 

“A city cannot be Smart if it is not inclusive and it is not inclusive if it does not listen 

[…] Not a single urban actor is able to bring solutions to complex problems such as 

the governance of a city like Rome without interacting with all the other stakeholders 

in the territory: citizens, businesses, universities, research centers, other 

administrations, and associations. Only together the result can be achieved”   

Therefore, in accordance with these values, Marzano has developed a series of 

initiatives on to include citizen’s participation in the governance of the city to enable 

the conditions for more inclusive, accessible, and transparent city.  

For instance, Rome was the only city to be awarded by Open Government as 

starred Local Public Administration in Italy for the commitment in the "Rome 

Cooperates", which is a program that aims at enabling participation and 
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collaboration, promoting shared practices of administration, and involving citizens 

in strategic decision-making through the use of open data and ICT systems.  

Another goal of Roma Semplice is to adopt technologies as a valued tool to improve 

participation and encourage co-planning of urban initiatives (Interview 8, question 

1). Accordingly, the creation of the new Roma Capitale website was specifically 

tailored to facilitate accessibility and allow co-design and co-planning among 

institutions and stakeholder: “Simplicity, transparency and participation are the 

key elements that guided this renovation […] From an administrative-centric 

website we moved to a citizen-centric portal” (Roma Capiitale, 2018b).  

Also, a new dedicated feature has been introduced where urban stakeholders can 

actively take part in decision-making and directly communicate with institutions to 

report ideas, suggestions, and needs. The goal was to create an online space that 

can be easily accessible for the citizens and that can enhance the cooperation and 

co-design practices within administration and urban stakeholders.  

Accordingly, the PUMS (i.e. Rome Municipality’s Strategic Plan for sustainable 

Mobility) is one of the most relevant initiatives to enhance co-creation principles 

among those activated during Marzano’s administration. In fact, citizenship and 

other stakeholders can propose their initiatives on the PUMS section on the Roma 

Capital website and engage in the co-design and co-planning of urban spaces. 

They can also actively vote other ideas regarding strategic development that 

institutions need to undertake in the mobility area. The results in terms of public 

engagement and participation in this initiative were encouraging, since the 2018 

PUMS has received more than 4,000 proposals by the public to intervene on 

Rome’s smart mobility. These proposals were voted by more than 30,000 

subscribers: the most voted project resulted to be the Paolo Arsena’s Metrovia, 

with 850 votes (Roma Capitale, 2018c). 
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In that sense, Roma Semplice wants to use technologies to improve accessibility 

and break down the walls between politics and urban stakeholders. As noted by 

Marzano, indeed, urban innovation cannot only be limited to the technology-

focused approach, but institutions must commit to engage and interact with 

stakeholders to develop urban development (Interview 7, question 5):  

 “For us, urban innovation, even in Rome, can not only be technological: 

technologies are useful tools to improve participation, but only the collaboration 

between the different actors can really lead to progress”. 

At the current stage, they are still at an emerging level in Rome, but Marzano 

indicates that Rome Municipality will pursue the goal of collaborative and 

participatory urban development because only the participatory planning leads to 

shared results and citizen-centric policies (Interview 7, question 6).   

• Transparency, Accessibility, Inclusiveness and Participation emerged 

as the guiding principles for the participatory urban development of 

Rome Smart City.  

• By recognizing that, she implicitly assumed that Rome is still adopting 

a top-down orientation, but she also expressed the urgency to evolve 

from this attitude to embrace participatory and co-creative practices. 

• However, co-creation cannot be feasible if the theme of the governance 

is not properly addressed. If Rome wants not only to be committed to 

public participation, but also to actively engage in shaping the urban 

development through co-creation, a renewed governance in the policy-

making is needed. 

 



57 

4.4. Rome as Laboratory for Urban Co-Creation  

The situation in Rome presents some contradictions: there are citizens, experts, 

scholars, NGOs, that emphasize the need to undertake a collaborative approach to 

jointly shape urban development in Rome, but the political structure prevented them 

from actively participating in co-creation practices: “In Rome, the citizens want to 

interact, but they face challenges in terms of communicating with the city. They 

simply don’t know who to address their issue to” (Smarticipate, 2016). However, the 

scenario is trying to evolve, as in recent years several co-creation initiatives has 

begun bringing urban stakeholders and institutions together with the objective of 

integrating their efforts to effectively shape the urban environment.  

For instance, the “SidigMED Project” which aims at support urban gardening 

practices as a tool for co-creation and urban resilience. In this process associations 

of citizens, privates, and voluntary associations, have been involved, together with 

the Rome Municipality: a total of about 3 hectares of urban gardens have been 

created and over 300 families have benefited from this co-creation initiative, as 

declared by Claudio Bordi from Risorse per Roma (Interview 6, question 2). The 

latter is a 100% in-house agency owned by the administration of Rome, which 

operates in urban development actions on behalf of the Rome Municipality 

(Interview 6, question 1). The European Commission awarded Rome as “good 

practice city” for the “SidgMED Prohect” and allowed Rome to capitalize on this 

experience and start developing new innovative participatory activities for urban 

innovation (Interview 6, question 3).  

In fact, Roma Capitale and the EU have activated in partnership the “Smarticipate” 

project to engage urban stakeholders in initiatives and methods of urban co-

creation trough open data systems. Smarticipate is currently being experimented 

in only three cities in Europe as a part of the “EU Programme Horizon 2020” and 



58 

supported by “Risorse per Roma”. According to Marzano: “This is a good starting 

point to facilitate the participation of citizens in policy making” (Smarticipate, 2018).  

Specifically, this project aims at intensifying transparent and participative processes 

for urban co-creation initiatives through the use of technology and open data 

(Interview 6, 8): “Through involving citizens in the urban planning process, we can 

make Rome more attractive to live in, as we can better respond to the needs of 

citizens” (Smarticipate, 2018).  

Smarticipate and other collaborative projects in which Roma Semplice is engaged 

are taking place at “La Case della Città”, which is the physical place where different 

resources from citizenship, privates, and universities, NGOs, are actively integrated 

to experiment co-creation practices (Interview 6, question 4). However, the fact that 

none of the interviewed stakeholders – apart from the ones who are employed from 

the Rome Municipality – mentioned this place, seems to show that institutions and 

urban stakeholders are still operating on different levels and in different areas, even 

though an attempt towards co-creations practices is being made. 

The majority of the stakeholders who have been here interviewed seem to agree on 

a positive scenario for the future urban development of Rome that can relies 

on more engaged and empowered urban stakeholders. Nowadays, in Rome 

there are more opportunities for co-creation among institutions, research centers, 

and urban stakeholders than in the past, and stakeholders seems more 

convinced and committed to overcome the barriers and actively shape the 

urban scenario. Hence, Rome might be an interesting laboratory for urban co-

creation practices in the next future. 
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5. DISCUSSION ON THE FINDINGS    

This paper seeks to understand how Brand-Co Creation literature can support the 

Smart City in empowering urban stakeholders and implement a more participatory 

approach to the smart development. Although there are scarce theoretical 

contributions that were developed to understand how Brand Co-Creation literature 

should be implemented in the smart development of cities, the researcher attempts 

to provide the best provision of reality in accordance with the abductive research 

approach. Indeed, by comparing the aforementioned theories with the empirical 

findings from the Rome case study analysis, this research will be targeted at 

developing new knowledge and answering the research questions.  

5.1. Practical reasons and challenges for co-creation 

Traditionally, the relationship between local governments and the other urban 

stakeholders has been interpreted as the one that occurs between a supplier and a 

consumer, or between powerholders and have-nots (Arnstein, 1969). Empirical 

evidences from the Rome case demonstrated that this dynamic represents a deep-

rooted barrier that prevents from fully implement co-creation approach to the Smart 

City. However, it also brings evidence that motivated stakeholders are willing to 

engage in co-creation practices to shape the urban development because they 

found complementarities and mutual advantages (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013).  

As a matter of fact, engaging in co-creation helps urban development to be more 

efficient and effective. The Smart City can benefit from the collaborative effort 

among stakeholders, since urban actors have different knowledge and experience 

that can be integrated to find effective methods for the urban growth. Usually, co-

creation practices generate innovative solutions and tangible benefits to rethink 
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the utilization of public commons (Kelly et al., 2002). Also, they have the potential 

to lower costs and risks in the implementation of public policies. Indeed, local 

institutions are risk-adverse and frequently do not have the economic flexibility 

to experiment services and ideas that are instead requested by the collectivity. Co-

creation can improve the chances of success since it requires the inherent 

participation of urban stakeholders from the very beginning of the process towards 

the definition of the solution (Bason, 2010).  

The empirical evidences from the Metrovia case are perfectly exemplifying of these 

reasoning. Indeed, through the integration of different stakeholders as operand 

resources (Vargo & Lusch, 2004) - namely the technical expertise from urban 

planners and the local knowledge of the territory from citizens - Metrovia succeeded 

in co-designing and co-planning an innovative and smart project that focuses on 

the “reuse” of underutilized resources to offer a costs-effective solution to a 

persistent problem in Rome, the transport infrastructure. The result is an urban 

innovation project that, through the adoption a co-design and co-planning, 

succeeded in engaging urban stakeholders in multiple stages of the process.  

Therefore, co-creation among urban stakeholders can also increase equality and 

public inputs in the policy-making process, since it provides the same 

opportunity to citizenship, public, private, NGOs, and academics, to serve as equal 

participants in the process. Furthermore, this highlights the evidence that the city 

can be conceptualized as a forum, because all the stakeholders could converge 

to co-create value for the city with not predetermined roles (Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy, 2004).  

However, the issue concerning the balance of power among “powerholders” and 

“have-nots” need to be overcome or, at least, mitigated. In fact, the notion of active 
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stakeholders’ engagement in urban contexts must imply a reasoning on the 

balance of power in the urban context and on the sub-political arenas (Beck, 1992).  

The latter concerns the actions that materialize underneath the institutionalized 

spaces of politics but are supported by strong motivation to influence the political 

context of the city or the region. That is, the actions of these sub-political actors 

can represent a significant challenge to the implementation of co-creation practices 

in the urban context, since they can lead to personalistic approach to urban 

development and mistrust among urban stakeholders (Interview 4, question 14):  

“In some territories the real actor is for example an industrial producer, who gains a 

greater influence than the mayor, just consider the case of Brunello Cucinelli in 

Umbria: a company can be an actor of general interest. Sometimes it may be a 

religious congregation, like in Tibet or in Rome with the Vatican […] In New York it's 

the same: we know that Wall Street has enormous power”. 

Indeed, as in the case of firms that lose ownership of their co-created brands, co-

creation practices may increase the risk of an uncontrolled development which can 

turn into “co-destruction” if not adequately regulated (Black & Veloutsou, 2017; 

Vallaster et al. 2017). In this regard, Iaione warns on dynamics that increase 

empowerment without providing the right governance mechanism. The lack of 

effort into defining governance mechanisms for co-creation, in fact, may bring the 

urban context to become a sort of “loose cable system” (Interview 4, question 14).  

“In my opinion it is time to start thinking about the city beyond the 

mechanisms of city councils, councils, mayors... it would be necessary to 

rethink the city as a complex organism […] I would speak more of 

horizontality, of circularity: it is a matter of creating formulas that are more 

collaborative, without hierarchies” 
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In this connection, albeit recognizing the actions and social mission of Retake 

Roma, Iaione believes that Retake did not make the “leap”. Iaione, in fact, 

questioned the effectiveness of Retake’s approach to co-creation practices for two 

main reasons. First, Retake’s actions could pose the risk of legitimizing the inertia 

of public authorities (Interview 4, question 15). Secondly, the choice of acquiring a 

formal status – e.g. the NGO - instead of being an informal community:  

“To date, Retake has become a power. These are paths that tend to ossify the 

community, creating hierarchies” (Interview 4, question 8). 

This position, as unconventional as it may seem, has its rationale on practical 

evidence from the Rome urban context. Rome is a complex urban environment 

where urban stakeholders often assume short-term logics to get results but not to 

address the problems of the city in a collaborative way (Interview 4, question 17).  

Also, bureaucracy often represents a huge barrier to the holistic development of the 

urban context, which needs to start from society rather than relying on institutions: 

“In this city, creating further roundtables, further regulations, means relying on 

democracy and depending on it, when instead it depends directly on us, on society” 

(Interview 4, question 17). Consequently, Iaione believes that the only way to 

overcome hierarchies and implement co-creation is by developing hierarchy-

flattened and fluid organization:  

“Co-governance design of the structure allows to scrape these lumps of 

power” (Interview 4, question 8).  

Also, additional practical barriers in implementing co-creation in urban contexts are 

presented when institutions and stakeholders do not share the same orientation to 

co-creation practices. As a matter of fact, public institutions can incur in the risk of 

inertia, thus being blamed by other social constituents to intentionally become less 



63 

responsive and deliberately transfer the responsibilities of urban development 

policies to the public. In a high-bureaucratic context as Rome, if the risk of inertia 

effectively becomes reality, it will generate skepticism and mistrust, on the part of 

citizenship and urban stakeholders, and a lack of positive attitudes on behalf of the 

stakeholders themselves (Interview 8, question 4).  

Other empirical evidences demonstrate that both individuals and collective cultural 

manifestations can be impactful in co-creation processes (von Wallpach et al., 

2017). In Rome, for instance, collective mentality and attitude have represented 

significant barriers into the implementation of co-creative practices (Interview 3, 

question 8). Evidence demonstrated that at the beginning of Retake Roma, the 

divergence among the shared-culture of Spitzmiller’s American community and 

Roman people has been the greatest barrier in preventing the diffusion of the 

retakes in the whole urban areas.  

5.2. Stakeholders’ Engagement in the Smarter City  

The empirical findings from the Retake Roma case demonstrated that people 

started to engage in co-creation practices when Retake committed to engage the 

community on meanings and on the original desire that inspired Retake, i.e. “start 

with our buildings, then Rome”.  

In this close connection, the elaboration of brands as “meaning transfer 

processes” served to relate the insights from the Brand Co-Creation literature to 

the urban context and to understand how it can effectively support the 

stakeholders’ engagement in the Smarter City. 

In fact, Spitzmiller understood that Retake Roma could assume the role of co-

creator of Rome identity if succeeding in giving to stakeholders the drive to engage 
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in co-creation practices (Füller, 2010). This specific drive to engage resulted in 

the chance to shape new (brand) meanings for the city of Rome and to bridge 

the gap between the Rome’s deliberated identity and the Rome’s emergent 

identity (Black & Veloutsou, 2017). 

By uncovering what Spitzemiller recounted, the researcher detected that what has 

moved the Retake community to engage - but also LabGov and Metrovia - was the 

desire to intervene to fill the divergence between the deliberated (brand) identity 

opposed to the emergent (brand) identity of Rome (von Wallpach et al., 2017): 

• Deliberated identity of Rome: “The city of Love and the Heart of Western 

History, Pride, Beauty” (Interview 3, question 2);  

• What emerged from its urban context: “Vandalism, negligence, and 

neglect […] It looks like a city that needs to be revived” (Interview 3, 

question 2); 

Therefore, Retake Roma succeeded in generating empathetic meanings and 

messages to engage city-related community at the level of brand meaning. 

Indeed, people who get involved in Retake are totally dedicated to the mission to 

“retake the city”, meaning that they share the same internal consciousness on 

the communicated message - i.e. the brand meaning - that Retake wants to 

pursue. This lead urban stakeholders to be committed and operate as “working 

community” for the urban development of Rome (Black & Veloutsou, 2017; Interview 

1, 2, 3, 4). 

“We are like an army that must defend a community. Retake is a way of life, it is a 

constant hallmark” (Interview 3, question 16); “Our slogan is: “Speak up, clean up 

and grow up”. Responsibility must touch each one of us” (Interview 3, question 8)”.  
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The findings from the Rome Case Study is that principles from Brand Co-Creation 

literature implemented in urban context can increase stakeholders’ 

engagement in the process of determining and shaping urban development.  

In fact, when urban stakeholders start to be involved in co-creative processes they 

become more aware of the challenges and opportunities that their urban context 

needs to face in the process of urban development.  

In that sense, empirical evidence from the LabGov case evidence that co-creation 

initiatives can also act to practically increase the empowerment of urban 

stakeolders: “What I am doing with LabGov is to put people in a position to get out 

of the condition of need (working, economic, social), to be able to develop 

themselves” (Interview 4, question 17). In this close connection, if awareness 

represents the first step towards empowerment (Interview 3, question 16), co-

creation can increase the empowerment of stakeholders.  

Therefore, through co-creation practices, urban stakeholders have 

increasingly become more engaged on the impact that they can have on the 

surrounding urban context through their behaviors, attitudes, and meanings 

(Interview 1, 2, 3, 4, 5). More empowered and more engaged urban stakeholders 

start envisioning their role in the processes of smart development of their cities. As 

evidenced by the stakeholders interviewed in the Rome case study:  

“We must express ourselves” (Interview 3, question 12); “It depends directly on us, 

on society, not on the traditional democracy practices” (Interview 4, question 17).  

As a matter of fact, co-creation drives city-related communities to realize their 

engagement can lead them to “own the city” and act as “working consumers” 

for the Smarter Development of their city (Black & Veloutsou, 2017; Interview 1, 

2, 3, 4). Consequently, these initiatives displayed that if stakeholders are engaged 
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through co-creation, they can interpret the city as “shared-cultural property” and 

commit to co-create the values and meanings that need to be attributed to its 

smart development (Black & Veloutsou, 2017).  

Therefore, the literature on Brand Co-Creation can effectively support the Smart 

City in increasing urban stakeholders' engagement, and the empirical evidences 

from the Roma case analysis corroborated the generation of these contributions:  

• When engaging in co-creation practices, Brands and Smart Cities can be 

interpreted as “meanings-transfer processes” as they can guide the 

engagement of stakeholders by communicating at the level of meanings, 

values, and identities. This encourages urban stakeholders to be directly 

engaged and empowered in shaping the urban development. 

• In that sense, engaged city-related communities, who share the sense of 

ownership for their city, can assume a leading role in the process of urban 

development towards a co-created and participatory approach: like Retake 

Roma at behavioral level, or LabGov at methodological level.  

However, by reflecting on Bason (2010), the Rome Case Study analysis also has 

provided evidence to recognize in negative terms what commitment to the co-

creation approach for the Smart City concretely requires: 

• Engaged and empowered stakeholders can effectively shape urban 

development, but to establish changes at the fundamental level of the 

decision-making process they must be supported with the rethinking of the 

traditional forms of governance, otherwise co-creation practices might 

result in an elitist process. Institutions and policy-makers must be 

committed to build power-sharing practices and horizontal hierarchies to 

foster the conceptualization of Smart City based on co-creation.  
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6. CONCLUSION & REFLECTIONS 

This research moved from the analysis of the critical limitations in the current 

approaches to the Smart City and evidenced the issue of urban innovation 

processes starting with the “Smart” instead of the “City”.  

In other terms, the traditional approaches to the Smart City apply a top-down 

orientation to the policy-making process, which results in urban contexts that are 

not tailored to the social constituents that are part of the community.  

As discussed in the second chapter, the modern conceptualization of co-creation 

emerged from marketing and branding studies that conceived the notion of a brand, 

or even a social entity - like the city – as jointly created by dynamic interrelations 

among stakeholders. Co-creation, indeed, implies systemic, collaborative, 

transparent and horizonal interactions among all the social constituents. 

The Rome Case Study presented many evidences that confirmed the limitations 

that the co-creation approach to the Smart City can effectively encounter in its 

implementation.   

The limitations in the Rome urban scenario are here employed to lead to the 

conclusion that the goal for the co-creation-approach to the Smart City would be 

to develop an urban environment based on active participation and engagement 

among all social constituents.  

However, as evidenced through the analysis, this achievement must be grounded 

on horizontal hierarchies that allow the active flow of ideas to co-produce policies 

and initiatives that are effectively tailored to the needs of local stakeholders and 

consistently with the city identity and meanings.  
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The limitations of this research were due to the subjective nature of the knowledge 

collected and the current on-going, ever-transforming state of the processes of 

urban innovation. Albeit limited, the Rome Case study allowed to bring empirical 

evidence that the Brand Co-Creation literature can effectively induce an increase in 

engagement of urban stakeholders in the Smart City, but its implementation cannot 

rely on the traditional systems of governance and policy-making processes. 

This study, indeed, demonstrated through evidences form theory and real 

urban context, that it is no longer possible to believe that top-down policies 

could represent the guide for the development of the Smart Cities in the era of 

brand co-creation and co-governance.  

In fact, top-down approaches generate a sense of refusal and frustration both from 

customers on branding and from urban stakeholders on smart development.  

Co-creation, indeed, explains that neither policy-makers, businesses, nor 

experts can know the answer beforehand, without first diving into the 

community and understanding what is concretely needed.  

The risk, indeed, is to overlap a top-down narration to the real identity and meaning 

of Brand and Smart Cities, and therefore leading to a self-defeating mechanism. 

In that sense, the literature on Brand Co-Creation steps in to identify what the 

peculiar character, identity and meanings of each city are, and how its urban 

development should be pursued.   

By valuing cities as “meaning transfer processes”, urban stakeholders and city-

related communities can recognize their active role in co-creating the economic, 

political, social contexts surrounding the city and participate in the policy-making 

process to shape the future urban development of the city.  
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In fact, the pivotal contribution that emerges from the discussion on the 

integration of Brand Co-Creation literature in the context of the Smart City is 

to bring out the fact that the peculiar figure of the city, its identity, and the 

meanings it is able to convey are the real driving forces for the development 

of Smarter Cities.  

Hence, the Brand Co-Creation literature effectively supports the Smart City in 

increasing the engagement of stakeholders, as well as their awareness and their 

empowerment. As a matter of fact, if stakeholders are actively committed to “work 

for the city” through tangible efforts, and additionally through knowledge and 

information sharing, they can co-create the meanings and identities related to the 

city and the path to Smart development.  

Ultimately, “ROME: B-SMART!” is a thoughtful advice to the city of Rome and the 

worldwide urban scenario: as complex as cities might be, if they take insights from 

the Brand Co-Creation literature, cities can start to invest in co-creation practices 

as fundamentals to engage and empower urban stakeholders to build the Smarter 

Cities of the future.  
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APPENDIX 

In this section, the researcher translated to English and transcribed the interviews 

mentioned in the section 3.3.1. of the paper. Specifically, from 3 to the 7, the 

researcher introduced the Thesis as follows:  

“I am working on a thesis project that aims to deal with Smart Cities in terms of co-

creation and participation among all the stakeholders of the urban context. I am 

trying to do this inspired by some theories of brand co-creation and trying to 

understand how these theoretical concepts can be transferred to the urban context 

with the purpose of developing a more participatory Smart City. In doing so, it’s 

really important for me to understand the point of view of all urban stakeholders - 

citizenship, administration, NGO groups, experts, and business – that are involved 

in urban innovation initiatives that are taking place in Rome "  

 

Interview 1  

- Tommaso, citizen (volunteering as “retaker”), face-to-face, 7 minutes, 15.04.16. 

1. How did you get involved in Retake Rome? 

I was involved through word of mouth, initially. I knew people who did it, they told 

me about it and I started to participate too. 

2. And did you think it was an interesting project? How many retakes have you 

participated in so far?  

Between 15 and 30, they usually come bi-monthly. "Retake" immediately seemed 

like an interesting project because with the help of public institutions that may have, 

for reasons of force majeure, a few gaps, it can be remedied thanks to this group 

of very well-organized volunteers, in every area of Rome. The joint effort between 

the City and the various groups in my opinion brings good results.  

3. Earlier on, I also asked the group leader who told me that the support from 

the Roma Municipality is not always so present. 

Honestly, I do not know much about the organizational details upstairs. But I can 

tell you that in our small way, and I can speak for the "Monteverde-Portuense" 

group, when there is something to do it is done, and also very well. 
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4. In your experience, what are the means that Retake uses to create interest 

and participation and try to involve new people? 

Mainly word of mouth and social networks. Retake tries to promote and document 

events through a widespread presence both on the territory and on Facebook, 

through fanpages and neighborhood groups. 

5. What would you say in order to involve someone to join Retake? How would 

you talk about your retake experiences? 

We explain what we do, as I told you [we mention] that there is a retake group in 

every area of the city, organized through social networks that later become personal 

acquaintances. Moreover, with the right methodologies, the work is not too 

expensive: with little commitment on the part of everyone, excellent results are 

achieved. Basically, there is an organization such that everyone who joins, even 

with a small contribution, can see a result. 

6. As a conclusion, I would also like to ask you if you cooperate in any way 

with schools, universities or businesses? 

I believe it could be interesting. Perhaps there is already something in the pipeline 

about it.  

 

Interview 2 

- Maria Grazia, citizen (volunteering as “retaker”), face-to-face, 11 minutes, 15.04.18 

1. How did your experience with Retake Roma start? 

I met Retake a year ago. I found them on Facebook: I found both Donato’s group, 

"Monteverde-Portuense", and Paolo's group, "Monteverde Vecchio". I am mainly 

dedicated to events in these areas, although I would be more interested in events 

involving schools and gardens, but there are not many in this area. 

2. How many retakes have you collaborated in?  

As for events like this, there is one per month; sometimes I move to other districts, 

I went to Flaminio for example. Also, with another retaker we set up small events of 

one or two hours during the week, after 5:30 p.m., past the working hours. During 

these impromptu events, we usually peel off posters, because in such a short time 

and without proper equipment, it is not possible to work, for example, to remove 

writing [off the wall]. We need a different coordination in those cases. 
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3. Does the Municipality intervene in any way in these activities? 

All interventions are always reported to AMA [Rome Municipality waste company] 

and the Municipality, it all takes place in full regularity. "AMA" sometimes provides 

tools: in the occasion of a green intervention, it provided us with brooms, rakes and 

poles. They help in providing materials, but I have never seen any of them stop and 

actively help us. Whereas "Pics" is the Municipal group for urban decorum; they 

intervene on a certain type of writing, for example fascist, homophobic or scurrilous. 

They usually take care of those within two or three days.  

4. For graffiti, instead… 

For graffiti, however, no one can do a thing. Not even when you know who the 

culprit is. I am not sure if you read about that painting in Trastevere, vandalized with 

the signature of the usual suspects. Only recently have they been identified and 

denounced, but in general [the vandals] are so many… There is a lack in the civic 

sense of citizens. People fail to realize, now we are used to seeing graffiti 

everywhere, it's commonplace. This is why this movement is very important. For 

example, with regard to schools, the Retake EUR group has organized a joint 

intervention in a school with children, parents and retakers. They turned the desks 

over and removed all the chewing gum, and repainted walls, with a beautiful result. 

5. In your experience, could you tell me what principles pushed you to join 

Retake and how did you research about it?  

I did my research through Facebook; as a first intervention I went to the Colli 

Portuensi, I notified that I would be present and then during the event I met other 

people. I met [Paolo and Donato] who are very motivated. I was already doing 

volunteer work but in other fields; this was something that was close to my heart, 

because I care about the neighborhood. I'm also part of another association still in 

the area, which is called "Monteverde Attiva", and takes care of another kind of 

interventions. For example, they arrange events with the participation of choirs, or 

promotion of reading, events in which they exchange books; they also took part in 

the tender for the maintenance of a public green area. They also deal with direct 

reports to the municipality for traffic and mobility. They also made another beautiful 

initiative: in a certain area they monitored all the trees, created maps to signal the 

presence and status of the trees and thus favor the intervention of the "Servizio 

Giardini" [Rome Municipality’s public gardening firm]. In addition, wherever there 

are citizens who display the intention to plant trees where there are no more, they 

set up a crowdfunding and with "Servizio Giardini " take care of replanting them. 

Let's say that the district is quite active from this point of view: there are "Commitato 

Qauttro Venti", "Amici di Villa Sciarra", "Amici di Villa Pamphili". Also, at Donna 
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Olimpia there is "Banca del Tempo", which is a cultural organization. The 

neighborhood is alive.  

Interview 3 

- Rebecca Spitzmiller (Retake Roma’s founder), NGO, face-to-face, 58 minutes, 24.04.18. 

1. First of all, how was the idea of Retake Roma born? 

The idea came from a personal desire: the street where I live was becoming 

increasingly unmanageable and depressing. Instead of leaving and going back to 

Miami, I decided to roll up my sleeves and start with my own building that was full 

of graffiti. I did some research to eliminate them: I asked the building's assembly if 

I had permission to do it, obviously at my expense, because nobody wanted to 

contribute. I spent € 44 on materials, and together with my son I eliminated the 

writing within a week. This was in 2009. After that I informed some friends of the 

incident, I talked about this product which was a simple corrosive to clean the oven 

... we used it together with rags to clean the writing. It was a fantastic discovery for 

me. Together with my friends I formed a group of foreign and English-speaking 

women, and on December 10th, 2009, we arranged the first meeting. 

2. The term "Retake" seems to me very meaningful, what is the choice that led 

you to call it in this way? And what is Retake's Smart City approach?  

As for our contribution to making Rome a Smart City, we are not very smart yet 

[laugh] but the potential to become one is always there. For now, we have a goal of 

"waking up" citizenship and those who rule us, through concrete action groups, 

word of mouth and digital communication.  

First of all, we thought we would launch this movement to take back our city and 

save it. The name “Save Roma” would have been one of the possibilities, but it 

would have seemed a little pathetic [laughs]. “Retake” seemed more objectively 

indicative: to recover our city from vandalism, negligence, and neglect. I do not 

know if the situation would be worse if we did not exist, but we are certainly helping 

a lot. It is about changing a culture, a very long process full of other influencing 

factors, a government that seems incapable of enforcing the law, and punishing 

offenses. 

3. Retake has a capillary organization on the territory: the movement has 

developed starting from some citizens from the neighborhood that managed 

themselves spontaneously, while now there are groups organized in every 

area of Rome. Did you expect this development or was there something that 

emerged and accelerated success? 
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It was a very slow development. At the beginning we were a group of friends, 

especially women. Initially we organized some great events, not understanding that 

instead an action on our building was the goal that had motivated me and that would 

thus motivate anyone else interested. It may not be a castle, but it is my home. I do 

not want to go out and see it all smeared; it's part of my culture, for me my house 

is my castle. It took three or four years to evolve and move from major events to 

more concrete solutions. It was the summer of 2014 when our treasurer, Antonino 

Battaglia, suggested we form neighborhood groups, because people were trying to 

do something. He thought about this extremely effective strategy. I gathered a 

group of about fifteen people in Piazza Bologna; we decided to form groups: first 

Appia Nuova, Piazza Bologna... Antonino understood that we could form groups on 

Facebook and link them on the fanpage, so that they would then become 

interactive. It was a huge technological breakthrough. Subsequently, a digital 

marketing expert, Paolo Marchini, contacted us. He taught us how to take care of 

the page and provided us with the logo. Simone Bellucci was a former student of 

mine at Roma Tre, and together with Antonino, as a lawyer, convinced me to make 

Retake an ONLUS, with the attributes of a juridical person. We created an 

association to help us better interact with the institutions: with the new groups we 

felt the necessity to form a real juridical organ. From that summer of 2014 the idea 

has expanded in many other districts. 

4. I would be interested to know something about retake management and 

how you coordinate your community. 

Every three or four months we organize a great meeting. There are nine directors 

from the directive board, and the members are always growing, there is almost 50 

now. We have about 200 directors from various neighborhood groups, so the world 

of Retake is quite big. Every three or four months we host a big meeting to remind 

everyone that we share the same mission, the same vision. We have people from 

all political, religious, generational, social spectrum. What unites us is the desire to 

improve our city. We want to remind this and remember that emotions are what 

drives us because we know that we must defend this territory: we are like an army 

that must defend a community. Retake is a way of life, it is a constant hallmark. We 

share, we talk, and we laugh: laughter is a great cohesion factor for Retake. 

Friendships and wonderful bonds are also formed. We know that half of the energy 

must be devoted not only to cleaning Rome or pushing institutions to do their job, 

but also to maintaining good humor in volunteers and recruiting new ones. One half 

is volunteer work, the other half is attention to volunteers and their experience within 

Retake. We want to place ourselves in a wave of positivity, of empowerment. 

5. I have found that the groups are self-managing: they find representatives 

who interact with you, and they carry out activities on the territory. 
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Yes, there is solidarity, there are friends. The idea of the bibs had emerged at the 

beginning, the Municipality printed the first bibs for us and this also gave us a sort 

of uniform, an authority let’s say.  

6. In fact, I think aspects like the name Retake, the logo, the visual identity of 

the retaker have been very important in conveying a certain kind of meaning 

to your initiative, am I right? 

Yes, but there is also an ongoing question: some of my American students have 

observed that the look of the bib is not attractive for young people, who in fact 

participate in a few. We have chosen a recognizable color [blue], it is not orange 

that can be confused with AMA. As for the bibs, we were thinking of keeping the 

colors but moving to another type of gadget, such as a backpack. It is important 

that there is a recognizable identity, even though it needs to be modernized. 

7. On your site I read the four founding pillars of Retake, which are 1) reduction 

of degradation, 2) active citizenship, 3) to support legitimate street art and 4) 

to promote social integration in the suburbs. How do you think it is possible to 

apply these concepts to Rome and what kind of barriers you have found?  

The point lies in the mentality and culture of resignation: many people have an 

attitude that leads them to think "it's not my fault, I pay taxes, it's not up to me". 

But it is, it's up to all of us: we are all citizens, and we must all defend both 

democracy and our urban spaces, which are now so degraded that nobody cares 

about decay: abusive advertising posters, written on the buildings, etc. There was 

a shopkeeper who reacted with resignation and nonchalance to swastikas on the 

wall nearby his shop. It's unacceptable, these things should be fought. There is a 

blindness, people do not see because they do not want to see, they are used to this 

situation. 

8. The other day I got to talk to some of your representatives from the 

“Monteverde Vecchio” group and I went up to talk to a young man who was 

cleaning graffiti off the wall. Somebody who had parked on the sidewalk was 

scolding him because some dirty water spatter had ended up on his scooter, 

instead of thanking him because he was offering a service...  

I think the mental barrier is the hardest thing to change. The mentality is more 

difficult to be "cleaned up" than the writing. Our slogan is: “Speak up, clean up and 

grow up”. Responsibility must touch each one of us, we cannot just point the finger. 

Even buildings must be kept in order and it is up to people, not to the mayor. In 

2010 I personally had to clean my condominium three times for the first six months; 

after that the vandal surrenders and returns no more. Of course, there are 

exceptions, such as the “Conca d'Oro” subway station, which we had to clean 
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many times. There was nothing to be done, it was a huge defeat for the Retake 

Group “Municipio 3” - because the police faiedl to intercept the activity of these 

vandals. In short, the barrier lies not only in the mentality of the citizens but also in 

the political will. Now we are working in the fourth area, that would be private 

companies: we are trying to ask them to sponsor and intervene in cleaning 

operations.  

9. About this, I wanted to talk to you about the fact that now Retake is no 

longer just dealing with the mobilization of citizens, but it is also collaborating 

directly with businesses, with schools. How important is it for you to try to 

increase the number of social actors? 

It is very important, we must act on all fronts at 360 degrees. Everyone must wake 

up: institutions, companies, parents, schools, policemen. Where do you start? It is 

a mammoth task, but if it never begins, the situation will get worse; this tendency 

must be reversed. With the projects of “Retake Cultura” and “InRetake” we are 

trying to expand the field of action to involve more subjects. 

10. In my opinion, from that point of view the path you are following is the right 

one to follow. By involving different players and giving them a platform to get 

to know each other, stay in touch and find a common goal, you can get a 

sizable number of people involved. Where we at on the way to the realization 

of a more mature city community?  

It is a slow job, it's about community building and vision alignment: we use many 

techniques from the American business world, which is the world I come from. 

Everyone is looking for something very simple: an orderly and safe city. We do not 

want to build pyramids, but rather a system that works. This requires lack of 

corruption, a political will that also aims at everyday things rather than major 

"glorious" projects. There has been a lot of talk about urban decoration recently 

and I hope that is also thanks to us. 

11. Do you still collaborate with LUISS Enlabs as an Expert Business Partner? 

Yes, thanks to their presence, Retake accomplished a great task in 2016 in the 

Termini area. Their contribution was fundamental, they taught us how to collect 

great sponsors. This was useful for the last initiative, “Wake Up Flaminio”: we have 

collected great efforts, and we have learned how to get endorsement, from Totti, Di 

Canio... and other testimonies from the personalities of the sports world. LUISS 

Enlabs often hosts us, offering lectures and great support. 

12. What you did, involving multiple actors together, was certainly very 

effective. In this regard, could we say that your cultural background has 

influenced Retake's initiative?  
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Exactly, the concept of empowerment, giving back and giving something back to 

the community is very rooted in American culture. In America, volunteering, the 

neighborhood association, making one's voice heard is something widespread and 

consolidated. Can you imagine I had to ask for permission when I started doing this 

job? I am an Italian citizen and it is my duty, I should not ask for permission to 

intervene. Also, the Italian constitution in Article 118 affirms the principle of 

subsidiarity. We must understand that first of all there is a cultural issue that derives 

from a problem with legal culture in Italy: it is a principle that for the American 

constitution is not necessary to specify, is implicit and is part of everyone's 

conscience. Everyone is free and has a duty to intervene: "ask not what your country 

can do for you; ask what you can do for your country".  

This is also empowerment, it is about giving voice back to the citizens: we must 

express ourselves, not be afraid.  

13. In your opinion, in the case of a brand like the one in Rome, should it be 

implied to convey certain meanings and enhance them? 

Sure! Rome is the city of Love and the Heart of Western History, Pride, Beauty... 

We cannot let it degrade in this state. It looks like a city that needs to be revived. 

Of course, some areas are well-kept, but the normal streets of the intermediate 

suburbs – not even the extreme suburbs - are dirty and battered. It's unacceptable, 

but people get used to everything. This can be an advantage, because adaptability 

shows a great capacity for survival. But people are also frustrated and resigned, 

and lack that hope that wakes up and makes them aware. Unfortunately, Roman 

people do not realize how many people come to this city every year to see it, from 

all over the world. It's a shame. For example, for Americans, graffiti gave the feelings 

of degraded city and deep annoyance, both physical and psychological. I was sick, 

I felt uncomfortable; to intervene became a physiological need. 

14. We said earlier on that, with regard to the use of social media, expert 

intervention has contributed to the development of Retake. But in general, are 

there any symbols, meanings or a narrative that have helped to convey the 

message? From what I saw, talking with your collaborators, they seemed to 

me conscious citizens and willing to participate. 

There is a high selectivity inherent in the mission of Retake: if you do not care about 

the topic you do not even notice. But whoever feels this need is totally involved. I 

found with my great solace that there were many people who felt the same 

discomfort, while many others in self-defense have learned to ignore. The idea of 

aggregating associations and individual citizens is there: the more we work the 

better.  
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15. And how do you intend to do the next step, going to attract those who are 

not so involved but not completely indifferent?  

We do not care about the growth of the brand as much as changing the mentality. 

There are marketing techniques aimed at conquering a greater number of people, 

who rely essentially on the fact that we all want Rome to be more beautiful. It's an 

exaggeration, but it works. It's called nudging: through time you convey a strong 

message that can reshape the mentality, also through the teaching of civic 

education, with the aim of changing the "normal", the habit of inaction.  

16. It can be said that Retake attempts to convert this frustration into a positive 

message. 

Yes, and I discovered that this situation is easily recoverable. All it took was to start 

cleaning up the graffiti to feel much better! The expansion that Retake has gone 

through so far is due to volunteers who felt it was a need. They empathetically 

recognized themselves in our message. The first step towards empowerment is 

awareness, recognition of the problem. To involve other groups and institutions is 

certainly among our goals. 

17. What are your relationships with the institutions? I know some time ago 

you were guests at the Rome Municipality, but on a practical side how is it 

going? 

The mayor welcomed us well, listened to us and asked us for a wish list. We have 

delivered a substantial document, of four or five pages, which discusses the need 

for intervention in a series of macro-areas.  

18. Will there be opportunities for greater collaboration in the future? 

I really think so. I hope so! We always try to be optimistic. 

 

Interview 4  

- Christian Iaione (founder at LabGov and Co-Roma), Academic Expert in Urban Innovation, 
face-to-face, 50 minutes, 27.04.18. 

1. First of all, I would be interested to know about your experience and the 

background of such initiatives as LabGov and CoRoma. 

We are trying to build a global level platform, "Common Input City", which should 

contain all the experiments and projects, policy proposals, that tend towards the 

application of the principle of co-creation to the city, and the Smart issue, the 
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technological one, is one of the fundamental aspects in this sense. In a recent paper 

we talked about the five variables, or rather empirical dimensions, and when we talk 

about tech justice we think about the Smart City - it is in fact the need to update 

the narration and policies on the Smart City with elements of tech justice.  

Basically, CoRoma is the consequence of all this reasoning. We believe that the city 

or the market cannot be flooded with technological devices that will produce data 

without first tackling the problem of economic inequalities. CoRoma and LabGov in 

particular are part of a technological justice project, with the goal of first reaching 

the so-called suburbs - which we prefer to define neighborhoods with a lower 

Human Development Index. Secondly, we attempt to understand how to make 

these issues more accessible to citizens left on the sidelines; in the future we would 

like to understand how citizens themselves might become self-development tools 

and get to play the active role of promoters or managers.  

2. In fact, I remember that during the LabGov seminars in which I participated 

there was talk of this project of CoRoma which was starting in the suburbs, I 

believe it was three years ago. During those sessions we tried to define a 

protocol that consisted of mapping out abandoned properties and identifying 

local communities that could deal with them. What were the developments in 

recent years, what stage are we at? 

Yes, the Co-Rome project started three years ago. We call it the co-city 

methodological protocol: it is made up of five design principles, a toolkit including 

legal, economic, financial, digital, educational tools and so on; finally, a reasoning 

on the so-called city cycle. The methodological protocol consists of these three 

pillars. The third pillar, on which I wrote a blog post on LabGov, is called Co-city 

Process or Cycle, and consists of six steps. We codified it following the observation 

of our activity and the implementation of our projects in the field, and we then we 

tested it in a Focus Group that was held in Bellagio last December, with the support 

of Rockefeller Foundation, during the course of which we proposed and perfected 

our standard cycle. Currently we are trying to figure out where we can implement it 

in the next few years. 

3. So, you have developed a framework to be implemented in practice. 

Yes, we want to implement it and test it in practice. This is why we call it "protocol", 

because it is an interactive protocol, in constant updating. 

4. From all these experiences you have had, you proceeded to develop a 

theory; have you had any feedback so far? 

Yes, we generated feedback: in Bologna, where we did most of the work, we tried 

to understand what the impact of our work was. We started a process of evaluation 
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of the collaboration agreements signed in the context of regulation on urban 

commons, which were detected as the first device of governance. Every time we 

make sure to verify that a participation, an interest has been generated. We 

discovered both the lights and shadows of society: only a few people presented a 

certain, more professional approach; besides, some areas are not yet covered. 

5. It would be interesting to dig deeper into this aspect: by who are these new 

methodologies first acknowledged, and what kind of involvement can run 

into? 

From this point of view, Rome is an attempt to complete, to make a fix in the bugs 

we had found in previous projects: the challenge here is to bring all of this to the 

neighborhoods with the lowest rate of Human Development Index, as well as the 

lowest rate of schooling... if we are involved in co-creation, we immediately realize 

that it remains limited to a small part of society, unless we try, as we do, to build 

paths designed for people who would not normally be intercepted. But this is partly 

the flaw of participation: participatory processes have historically always been elitist 

processes. The "normal" people, those you meet at supermarkets, in parking lots, 

in schools, do not easily get involved. What we have tried to do is to lower the elitist 

scope of these projects, make them a somewhat more popular phenomenon; and 

in order to do this one must renounce many things, corrupt the model, and 

manipulate the mechanism. Co-Roma is the outcome of all this. 

6. And what are the main barriers in this type of context and especially in 

Rome? 

Every city has its own character: risks and opportunities are different in Rome and 

Bologna, the cities where I worked the most. Rome has a resignation to the non-

functioning: if the [streets] are full of potholes you laugh about it, at most you change 

the mayor for the next administration. There is not the notion of actively seeking a 

solution, there is no intention to understand what the individual and the community 

can actively do; or rather, there is a lack of willingness to make a united front, and 

above all there are many actors who try to divert even the first attempts to make a 

united front and organize themselves, for political or economic reasons. There is 

not the purity of an autonomous community organization that is required for [the 

community] to become a structured and long-term actor. Short-term logic prevails. 

7. In regard to this when I interviewed the founder of Retake Roma [Rebecca 

Spitzmiller] about community spirit, she said that Retake began because she 

did not want to see graffiti on the walls of her building. 
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We live in the same building [laughs]. I personally have been the "midwife" of the 

Retake project. We also began working together materially: LabGov also took part 

in some retake events at the beginning.  

8. Spitzmiller told me about this sense of disinterest: the citizens do not want 

to be involved firsthand, they pass every responsibility on to the 

administration. In short, they show those barriers of mentality we mentioned 

earlier, and her point of view as an American is interesting, a culture where, 

on the contrary, community spirit prevails. 

To date, Retake has become a power. It was very nice when starting out it was an 

informal group, even though they then also surrendered to the status of ONLUS. 

These are paths that tend to ossify the community, creating hierarchies. If there is 

not any co-governance design of the structure that allows to "scrape" these lumps 

of power, the risk we are facing is substantial. 

9. About terms such as co-governance, co-creation, co-designing: how should 

the governance of an ideal Smart City be structured? 

However imperfect, the attempt I made with LabGov was to take on the role of the 

midwife; I created an association (while still imperfect) with mechanisms of "self-

reproduction", renouncing to be the president. Partly through statutory rules, partly 

through social rules, I have tried to convey the idea that hierarchies must take turns, 

they must agree to give way to one another. By regulation, I gave up power so that 

it may happen the same with the new generations. We tried to create a fluid context. 

Within the association there is a board called "Amici of LabGov" [Friends of 

LabGov]: none of us is an owner, we are all "friends and guardians". This is a 

“custodian entity”: the board has five people and each of these represents one year 

of laboratory activity. So, now that six years have passed, since there are five spots 

available, the person who represented the first year will have to step out, allowing 

entry to the person who represents the sixth year. The basic idea is that generations 

hand over the reins from hand to hand; this does not mean that those who leave 

are disinterested or lose power, they can contribute and exercise a different power 

from hierarchical power, influencing the procedures, through example and 

contribution even, in short, by getting busy. Influence is a different thing from power. 

10. Can this form of governance be replicated in a broader context? For 

example, in your opinion, would this type of governance relationship between 

the various actors be feasible in the context of a city? 

In my opinion it is time to start thinking about the city beyond the mechanisms of 

city councils, councils, mayors... it would be necessary to rethink the city as a 

complex organism. It should be pointed out first of all that there are other decision-
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making centers and codify them. It is well known that in some cities certain social, 

economic, and religious powers exert some type of influence. So why not design 

urban governance mechanisms that favor the rising of these alternative systems? 

On the contrary, it is possible to create these offices, make them more transparent, 

with more efficient purposes - make their decision-making channels more 

ostensible, rather than confining them to small spaces. It is known that there is a 

dense interlocution between the Vatican, the Italian State and the Municipality of 

Rome in the management of a symbolic city. Why not make these mechanisms 

more transparent? 

11. Indeed, transparency is also one of the founding elements of the 

participated Smart City. 

In New York it's the same: we know that Wall Street has its own influence, just as 

community organizing groups have enormous power. 

12. Speaking of the New York case, do you think the New York city brand in 

some way encourages the stakeholders to participate in urban progress? I 

want to specify that in this thesis the brand is not intended as an asset or as a 

symbol to sell the city, but as a participatory process that can serve to unite 

and involve. 

I think the brand season has passed: it is part of this reasoning, but it is at the end 

of the path. It is no longer possible to think that branding is the driving force, in the 

era of co-creation and co-governance. In my opinion, the point is not much 

branding, but rather how to bring out the character of the city, the identity, its 

peculiar figure. This is the “genius loci” of Aldo Rossi, what should have been the 

main theme of urban and territorial marketing but never was. Co-creation teaches 

you that you cannot know the answer beforehand. You cannot define Milan as the 

“city of design”: this definition depends on the fact that, from a certain moment, 

fashion designers have clustered in Milan. But how do you make this process a 

function that can be adapted to other contexts? Not all cities have the peculiar 

capacity that Milan has. Milan, New York, London, are all cities of finance, as well 

as design: it is no accident that the two things coincide. What we could do is to 

understand what the fundamental character of each city is: that is where co-creation 

steps in. 

13. In practice, the process should be subverted. 

Yes, we need to reverse the dynamics. I often say experts should dive into the 

communities, understand what is needed. Otherwise you get a "top" process that 

generates expulsion, in the sense that it is likely to overlap a narration to the city. If 

it goes wrong, you will have invested energy and resources in consultancy without 
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getting anything, and the city will stick on the ground. Otherwise there is a risk of 

generating the phenomena of urban expulsion, in the sense that, as is happening in 

New York, people are no longer able to live there, while other people come in from 

outside: the city loses its character, and therefore diversity. This is a self-defeating 

mechanism: we worked to build an identity, eventually resulting in destroy it. 

14. In your essay "The Right to the Co-City," you talk about a specific 

framework that is under development. Could you explain your point of view in 

relation to the concept of co-creation of the Smart City? 

The focus is on the theme of justice, of the right to the city, which belongs to its 

inhabitants. We propose to start from the inhabitants, rather than expel them, as 

happens with these processes of branding or urban creativity, which end up 

gentrifying. The Right to the Co-City is the answer to these mechanisms and argues 

that commons, co-governance, technological justice can be valid tools to avoid the 

gentrification that social, cultural, technological, creative innovation generates 

through an elevation of the attractiveness of these places. If they become attractive 

but also exclusive, that sense of fundamental identity of the place is lost. We end 

up chasing our own tail. Personally speaking, I would speak more of horizontality, 

of circularity: it is a matter of creating formulas that are more collaborative, without 

hierarchies. The Quintuple Helix, or pentahelix, is designed to put these five actors 

on the same level. It's one of the things we support: we called it a loose cable 

system. In some territories the real actor is for example an industrial producer, who 

gains a greater influence than the mayor, just consider the case of Brunello Cucinelli 

in Umbria: a company can be an actor of general interest. Sometimes it may be a 

religious congregation, like in Tibet or in Rome with the Vatican.  

If one exits the high-low, public-private dynamics, by breaking this system of 

hierarchies apart, and trying to create a common field of deliberation, we can restart 

cities that are stagnant, even before the intervention on the political level. Certainly, 

there is also a need for ideas and experts, for a creative, competitive, cognitive 

injection: but be careful that an exclusion mechanism is not created. 

15. If the administration is lacking from this point of view, would collaboration 

between organizations be possible? I also spoke with Ms. Spitzmiller about a 

possible collaboration between Retake Roma and LabGov. 

We seek an applied research and experimentation approach. Retake is a 

community organization that attempts to raise behavioral awareness; for us it is 

important, but it is not decisive. It is important that people change their behavior in 

the city, that they keep it clean, an approach that is clearly the result of an American 

culture. But if this works in America, in Italy it is applicable up to a certain point. The 

question is, how can we get to that in Italy? These operations from Retake are fine, 
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but we must be careful, because partly we tend to legitimize the inertia of public 

authorities. It is the public that should take responsibility for keeping the city clean; 

if we encourage citizens to be autonomous, we must pay attention to the messages 

that are sent to the administration. 

16. But it might be a start... 

Retake did not make that leap. They continue to arrange these cleaning operations 

that have a strong communicative reach, but then? 

17. I was wondering if you are trying to start regular and systematic 

programming relations with the administration. 

For me this is not what is needed in Rome: what I am doing with LabGov is to put 

people in a position to get out of the condition of need (working, economic, social), 

to be able to develop themselves. They need financial resources, to be in control of 

themselves. In this city, creating further "tables", further regulations, means relying 

on democracy and depending on it, when instead it depends directly on us, on 

society. Society, as in the United States, needs to become an economic power. 

CoRoma is all of this. Now [Retake] along with others are trying to get certain results 

because they serve their organizations; the real question is whether these are 

effective to solve the problems of the city. I think their work is part of the answer, 

but not the whole answer.  

18. The only thing that I have recognized speaking with retakers is that this 

way citizens are more aware, in a more material way. 

Do not misunderstand me: I think it's a front door. What I want to warn about is 

rather the risk of conveying the message that Retake could be the definitive 

solution. I attribute an enormous social and communicative value to the actions of 

Retake, but I doubt that they are the final solution to the problem. 

19. As an integral part of the civil society system, we should create a structure, 

in which everyone does their own job. 

In an ideal world, yes. Rome had been conceived to bring these different energies 

together; in reality these actors have little desire to leave their fence and work with 

others. This is the real problem with Rome: there is a lack of collaboration capacity. 

We will go on our way knowing that we are cognitive actors with a different agenda, 

which is to be critical of ourselves: evaluate our own activity, because this allows 

us to improve ourselves.  
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Interview 5  

- Paolo Arsena (Founder at Metrovia), Expert in Urban planning and design, phone interview, 
28 minutes, 03.05.18. 

1. So, to begin with I would like to ask you where the idea of Metrovia came 

from?  

Metrovia was born above all from the constant need to find a solution to an 

unsustainable problem, as a citizen and as an Italian: that of a capital like Rome, 

made unlivable by traffic and by a prehistoric public transport, compared to the 

efficiency of other large capitals and of modern European cities. The idea arises in 

Berlin, while observing the perfect integration between suburban railways (which 

perform a metropolitan service in all respects) and underground subways. A 

dynamic city, capable of exploiting the iron transport both underground and on the 

surface. Rome has infrastructure already. So, I thought of a system that, starting 

from the existing one, would optimize costs and benefits, imagining new 

metropolitan surface lines on the urban sections of regional railways. 

2. What are the objectives you intend to pursue and what are the major barriers 

encountered so far in its implementation?  

First of all, the aim is to revolutionize Roman mobility in an efficient and relatively 

rapid way, starting from the iron: a dynamic and frequent metropolitan service on 

the surface, an increase in the intersection and stop nodes, an exponential increase 

in the network effect. Secondly the goal is to start from transport to change the face 

of several areas in the city, which have enormous potential to make Rome an even 

greater wonder, if possible. The obstacles concern above all the difficulty of 

dragging the political sphere in, which is the real head of the whole process, in a 

convinced and factual way. We do not exclude we can succeed, but it is a far from 

straightforward path. 

3. In a recent interview, you spoke of Metrovia as a "proposal with a profitable 

participatory evolution". For example, I can see that Metrovia allows citizens 

to intervene actively to report changes and updates to the "transport map". 

Can you explain to me why you chose to structure the project in this way and 

what led you to open up and collaborate with the citizens? 

The choice of this method has more than one reason. First of all, we talk about a 

project that spreads throughout the metropolitan area and which inevitably collides 

with a wide range of factors: transport, urban planning, pre-existences, future 

developments, general and particular needs, conflicts, constraints, technical 

problems. For this reason, it was important to put Metrovia to the test with the 
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citizens, who inhabit and know their territory, as well as with other experts, who 

have often highlighted the problems to be solved.  

And then there is a more strategic reason. Although the idea may be attractive, we 

did not have and perhaps still do not have the necessary authority to impose it on 

the levels that matter. The citizens, the favorable public opinion that was gathered 

and that is growing, are therefore our strength, our business card to put on the 

table, during confrontations with the administrations at various levels. We have 

already achieved, in this respect, a very important result: we are by far the most 

voted among the thousands of proposals presented for the PUMS (i.e. Rome 

Municipality’s strategic Plan for sustainable Mobility). 

4. In this sense, what are the advantages and disadvantages that a joint 

definition of the objectives and the direction of the project can entail? Have 

any unexpected obstacles emerged in this regard?  

We need to clarify the notion of an "open" project. It does not mean that anyone 

can randomly can modify it at will, of course. Instead, the confrontation with the 

citizens and with other technical experts managed to generate in several cases 

changes and additions that have enriched and made the proposal better from time 

to time. It is therefore not to be intended as a "joint definition", i.e. a mediation or 

agreement with the territories. It is, rather, the enrichment of a well-defined original 

project, through the participation of new suggestions, ideas, criticisms, ideologies. 

The advantage is therefore all in the quality and completeness of the final project, 

which can also take into account elements that we, the designers, had missed. For 

example, new stops. Or new parking lots. Or evidence of criticality that we had 

ignored or underestimated in a first version. This process had no obstacles because 

even the inevitable hostilities that sometimes arise from insiders engaged in other 

projects, have proved to be useful in the end to make a further effort of 

dissemination and clarity. 

5. What were the phases of designing and developing a proposal that is now 

in its maturity?  

Once the Metrovia project was defined in its guidelines, I built a work team, 

aggregating experts around the idea. On the one hand, the project developed with 

the competent contribution of Corrado Cotignano; on the other hand, Florestano 

Pastore and Marina Stoppelli set the communication strategy on two pillars: an 

internet site capable of illustrating to the common citizen a complex subject such 

as transport, and a careful presence on social networks. This made it possible to 

make the project viral among the citizens. And then, in sequence, to bring in 

additional transport experts, who have been the driving force behind its 
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development and its diffusion in sector environments. The administration touched 

only marginally (through indirect, informal contacts and through the initiative of the 

PUMS, which gave us wide visibility) to date has not yet responded. 

6. In this sense, Metrovia proved to be the most popular proposal by citizens 

in online voting for the PUMS. How did Metrovia convey the importance of its 

proposal to citizens?  

A lot of energy has been spent on the communication front. A good idea does not 

walk without good communication. We have focused on simplification, always 

referring to the ordinary citizen.  

Therefore, an extensive use of social media, where Cotignano and I respond 

promptly to the constant demands of citizens. A simple site in its richness: 

navigable, intuitive and very interactive, accompanied by several illustrative tables 

and a rich set of FAQs. A graphic and visual coordination of the site was then carried 

out which, with the creation of a true iconographic universe (colors for lines and 

stops, logos, etc.), contributed to conveying the sense of organicity and connection. 

And finally, above all, texts and concepts that can be understood by anyone, even 

by making use of the translation of terms intelligible for everyone, where 

technicalities could not be eliminated. The effort is considerable, because the 

transport theme is very technical. And even urban planning has its own language.  

For all of this the joint work carried out by Florestano Pastore and Marina Stoppelli 

was really valuable. And effective, because the participation of the public has never 

failed and in some cases exceeded our expectations. 

7. If I'm not mistaken, in the following phases of the PUMS you will be involved 

in reasoning with the administration. One of the barriers I identified in the 

thesis concerns the lack of collaboration between the administration and the 

stakeholders, with the latter who often decide from above without developing 

urban projects starting from the needs of the citizens. In this regard, what was 

your experience with Metrovia up to now?  

This administration seems sensitive to the involvement of citizens, as was 

demonstrated with the PUMS, while it appears to be ideologically more distant from 

private interest holders. But interaction with citizens, as well as with any category 

of stakeholders, must be bound by a vision, to a global medium and long-term 

scenario, in terms of transport and not only.  

Without this overview, it would be like composing a tree starting from the leaves 

instead of the trunk. In our case, we are trying to build a pressure group that, starting 

from the citizens, later extends to professional associations, trade associations, the 

corporations involved. We are aware of the necessity to act on all levels, and that 
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the task of politics is to guide and harmonize the whole process, with its various 

actors. 

8. To conclude, I would like to ask your thought about the approach to co-

creation and participatory urban development. What do you think could be a 

key aspect to facilitate the creation of a more functional, smarter Rome?   

The key is efficient and effective reuse. That is the enhancement of the existing. 

This applies to urban planning, through "mending", retraining, transformation. It is 

a valid principle with the waste, through recycling. It is a valid principle, largely, in 

transport. Optimizing the use of existing infrastructures, multiplying connections, 

extending accessibility to service. All [these] points are the foundations the Metrovia 

project, which precisely for this reason has the merit of be potentially realized with 

unit costs and times decidedly reduced compared to the undergrounds achieved 

so far, because it requires very few excavations. Reuse is the basis of today's 

progress. And progress is an inexorable phenomenon that can only be delayed, 

never stopped. And this makes us optimistic. 

 

Interview 6  

Claudio Bordi, Business (Responsible for EU projects at Risorse per Roma S.p.A.), phone 

interview, 21 minutes, 04.05.18. 

1. To begin with, I would like to ask you about your personal experience, since 

I read that in 2013 you were involved in the Rome Smart City Observatory. In 

addition, what projects are you dealing with today with Resources for Rome 

in terms of urban innovation? 

Yes, it is within the Observatory that a dialogue has been initiated with local 

stakeholders on the topic of Smart City in the Capital. However, with the political 

change of the administration, the Observatory has not proceeded. Resources for 

Rome is a 100% in-house agency owned by the municipal administration of Rome, 

and therefore acts by name and on behalf of the Administration in urban 

development actions. Resources for Rome also has, within the "Territory area”, a 

task force of European Projects for which I am responsible for. Resources for Rome 

has supported the Department of municipal administration in European projects 

with Horizon 2020, which are in fact the "laboratory" within which Resources for 

Rome / Administration develops innovation and the Smart City topic. There are two 

Horizon 2020 projects approved and being managed by Resources for Rome in the 
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name and on behalf of the municipal administration of Rome: Smart Mature 

Resilience, Smarticipate.  

2. Can you tell me how these experiences were born and what kind of potential 

do you see in these projects on urban innovation in Rome? 

The aim of the Smart Mature Resilience project is to create an office of urban 

resilience in Rome that ensures the implementation of policies on resilience and the 

fight against climate change, through tables between the various departments of 

the municipal administration. Instead, Smarticipate is producing a prototype app 

for citizen participation in the processes of urban regeneration, in particular, 

currently, on the creation of urban gardens in Rome, urban agriculture being an 

action of resilience from a social, economic, urban and environmental point of view.  

3. Can you tell me what initiatives are you personally involved within 

Resources for Rome, with the goal of starting a participatory planning process 

of the city among the different groups of the urban context? 

Our initiatives have often focused on urban resilience through the implementation 

of urban agriculture: extensive processes of citizen participation have been 

implemented. A total of about 3 hectares of urban gardens have been built in 3 

municipalities of Rome. Over 300 families have benefited, as well as several dozen 

associations of citizens, charitable organizations and voluntary associations. This 

experience, as part of a program called SidigMED, was awarded by the European 

Commission in Tallinn in September 2017 through the URBACT European Program. 

By virtue of this recognition Rome received as "good practice city", Resources for 

Rome (by name and on behalf of the municipal administration of Rome) has 

submitted a new application within the framework of the Call URBACT Transfer 

Network which provides for the transfer of good SidigMED practice in other cities. 

This application was approved last April 4th. The beneficiary cities are currently 

Coruña and Vilnius. But the international partnership is expanding to other cities in 

the European Union. Capitalizing this SidigMED experience Rome is therefore 

developing innovative activities of citizen participation in the processes of urban 

regeneration. 

4. In this regard, what are the advantages of co-creation and joint planning 

among the stakeholders? And what are the major barriers and obstacles in the 

definition of this process here in Rome? 

One of the barriers concerns the lack of collaboration between administration and 

stakeholders. The actions carried out through the European funding that I am 

dealing with have the very objective of trying to establish a different dialogue to 

overcome these barriers. The projects that Resources for Rome is successfully 
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carrying out are proof that those barriers can be overcome through work and 

collaboration. In line with these activities, we have Smart Mature Resilience - with 

the creation of an office for urban resilience – as well as Smarticipate - with the 

creation of technological tools to encourage citizen participation, citizens / 

administration dialogue, co-responsibility, co- creation, and integration of citizens 

in the decision-making process of the City. “La Casa della Città” is the specific place 

in which we organize all the public events of the European projects I mentioned 

earlier. It is the place dedicated to citizen participation in Rome, managed by the 

Department of Heritage of the municipal administration. Furthermore, the structure 

of the building is made of glass just to communicate in a figurative sense what the 

relationship between public administration and citizenship should be like: 

transparent. 

5. As a conclusion, I would like to ask you to your thoughts on the principles 

of co-creation and participation in the initiatives in which you have been 

involved. Who should start the stimulus for urban development? 

Citizens and civil society must be the backbone of innovation and change here in 

Rome. This we can easily observe in all the projects I mentioned to you. Without 

the contribution of citizens' associations, these projects would never have been 

realized. In fact, the activities are strongly supported by citizen associations and 

civil society in general. For example, with Smarticipate, during 2017, various 

meetings were held with citizens both locally and internationally - with the 

Smartathon initiative - through which it was possible to build the computer 

platforms for the realization of the app aimed at the participation of citizens in urban 

development processes. It is a long process, on which we are actively working.  

 

Interview 7  

– Flavia Marzano, Institutions (Councilor for Smart Roma at Roma Municipality), Skype 
interview, 18 minutes, 06.05.18.  

1. To start, I would like to ask you about your experiences in the field of urban 

innovation projects and Smart City. 

For over 30 years, I have supported Public Administration in the design of urban 

innovation and smart city, as well as teaching at various universities "Technologies 

for Public Administration"; I have also founded and actively participated in the work 

of various associations that specifically deal with innovation in public 

administration. 
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2. What do you think are the main problems that Smart Cities aspire to solve 

in relation to the issues of participation and the active involvement of urban 

stakeholders? 

A city cannot be Smart if it is not inclusive and it is not inclusive if it does not listen; 

starting from listening to the needs of citizens, trust is generated, and trust is the 

basis of participation that in turn generates collaboration and active citizenship, and 

therefore participation of urban stakeholders. 

3. In relation to this, what do you think are the most significant initiatives that 

you are carrying out as an administration (Roma Capitale) and in what activity 

is the Councillorship in Roma Semplice (Smart Rome) currently involved?  

Starting from the restructuring of the Roma Capitale site, that has been through two 

online consultations during the design phase and which has an ad hoc section for 

citizen participation, my administration has activated several participation activities 

(one of the most relevant is the PUMS). The basic principle, not only for the Rome 

Simple Council but for the entire Rome Municipality Administration, is "no one 

excluded" and it is in this direction that we activate our every intervention.  

For example, in the awareness that unfortunately many Roman people still suffer 

from "digital divide" we have created Roma Facile Points, assisted spaces where 

citizens can obtain information on how to obtain online services, training and direct 

help. A sort of mentorship to break down the digital divide. Currently there are 25 

Points throughout the Roman territory and we are working to open yet at least one 

for each Municipality from here until the end of 2018. 

4. What is your experience regarding the participation of urban stakeholders 

in the initiatives proposed by the administration? What kind of barriers are you 

meeting? 

Roma Capitale has activated many participation initiatives that have generated 

collaboration between citizens, stakeholders, and administration. In addition to 

what was previously mentioned, we have defined and designed the Digital Agenda 

in a completely shared manner both in person and with an online consultation.  

Another initiative: we have let citizens decide through an online call on what theme 

the administration should have participated in for the Urban Innovative Action 

tender. 

The main barrier is the trust that unfortunately over the years the Roman citizen has 

lost. We are working to regain it and the participation of 5000 citizens to the 

consultation on the site was a good result especially because they offered us very 

interesting solutions, many of which have been accepted and implemented by us. 
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5. What kind of potential do you discern in the initiatives that aim to involve 

different groups of stakeholders in urban areas? What are your principles on 

urban innovation and how are you trying to convey them?  

For us, urban innovation, even in Rome, can not only be technological: technologies 

are also a useful tool to improve participation, but only the collaboration between 

the different actors can really lead to progress. 

All the initiatives that aim at collaboration between diverse types of actors and 

different types of skills are essential to break down the walls that way too often 

close offices, and politics as well, in little interactive worlds from which it is difficult 

to leave without collaboration and interaction with other urban actors. For example, 

projects such as Smarticipate and the Innovation Forum that we have activated on 

various issues are initiatives and methods of urban co-creation.  

Open Government, Smart City and Digital Skills are the themes on which the Roma 

Semplice department has activated these forums that have already brought useful 

proposals and solutions. Another important step will be the activation of “The 

Community of Roma Capitale Innovators”: they will be volunteers and our "bridges" 

to bring innovation in every sector of the Capitoline Administration. 

Today as always, in my opinion, citizens are aware and want to feel as an active 

part. The reason why they do not always participate is the trust that sometimes is 

lacking precisely because too often the public administration operates without 

interaction, without asking citizens what their needs and desires really are. 

Participation can be expensive and tiring but it is the only way, in my opinion, to 

bring meaningful and lasting results in a community!  

6. As a conclusion, what do you think should be done in terms of governance 

to get to build a participated Rome? And why does the Department of Rome 

Simple need to pursue this goal?  

I will start from the bottom: Rome must pursue this goal because our administration 

WANTS [she asked to underline] to pursue this goal, both not to exclude anyone 

and because only the participatory planning leads to shared results! 

Not a single urban actor is able to bring solutions to complex problems such as the 

governance of a city like Rome without interacting with ALL [underline] the other 

stakeholders in the territory: citizens, businesses, universities, research centers, 

other administrations, and associations. Only together the result can be achieved! 

Only together can we come to decisions that really guarantee urban development, 

without privileges for anyone, without excluding any interests, but with the 

competence and passion that each of the actors can jointly bring on the field. 
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Interview 8  

– Giuseppe Cerasolo, Business (CEO at Risorse per Roma S.p.A.), phone interview, 14 
minutes, 07.05.18. 

1. To begin with, which are the main initiatives in which Risorse per Roma, and 

Roma Capitale, are involved in the field of urban innovation? 

I am currently involved in projects funded by the Commission European. In 

particular, the Smarticipate project aims to reduce the distance between 

"administrators" and the "administrated", through the use of computer technologies 

(such as apps and access to open data). Technologies and information should be 

implemented to encourage the co-planning of urban interventions. In addition, other 

project proposals are being studied and revised to be submit to the European 

Commission for funding. For instance, there are two proposals in development: 

Smartmed on Mediterranean Smart Cities and Scenic on the circular economy. 

2. What do you think are the principles that should direct the Smart City 

initiatives and what are the main problems they should aim to solve - in relation 

to the issue of participation and active involvement of urban stakeholders? 

In my opinion, the main issue is that participation processes are generally 

underestimated. Many of them were started because they were required by the 

European Commission, but their actual role is often underestimated. Risorse per 

Roma, vice versa, relates to the processes of participation and active involvement 

as strategic resources for the success of our projects and initiatives. Participation 

is the engine of the interventions: for instance, in the case of relevant projects of 

urban redevelopment or in the case of municipal town planning conferences. In the 

case of European projects where Risorse per Roma participates in, we place the 

active participation at the center. 

3. Could you tell me something more about the concept of urban resilience in 

Rome?  

Yes, there is the “"Roma Resiliente" initiative which represents an undoubtedly 

strong point of the Administration Comunale. In particular, Rome is a great case in 

the international urban context of a set of policies which aims at tackling new 

challenges related to climate change and social dynamics. In fact, Rome is one of 

the few cities (and the only European capital) to benefit from evaluations and actions 

that can be proposed in the context of two important projects: 100 Resilient Cities 

(100RC), funded by the Rockefeller Foundation, and the project European Research 

Group H2020 Smart Mature Resilience (SMR). The two projects present remarkable 

common points of integration and synergy: in particular, whereas the SMR project 
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contains a high-level methodological study (involving important university and 

research institutions), the 100RC initiative has an unsurpassed capacity for 

networking and interchange with many cities of the world. 

4. In your experience, what are the main barriers that limit the implementation 

of participated initiatives in Rome? For example, one thing I noticed is that we 

are used to a lack of collaboration between the administrations, which often 

led to policies made without considering the needs of the stakeholders, but 

also the latter have often proved to be not collaborative. 

In fact, [those policies] were felt as if dropped from above. On the other hand, they 

are launched and then interrupted, without providing adequate explanation and, 

eventually, abandoning them The Capitoline Administration, although aware of the 

good of the associative realities (which group most of the stakeholders), does not 

seem to take them into account in the urban regeneration projects. This generates 

skepticism and mistrust, from part of citizenship. There is obviously lack of positive 

attitudes on behalf of the citizens themselves. It must be considered that, in part, 

this may be due to selfishness and disinterest and, in part, by past experiences that 

have not produced the announced results and disappointed the expectations 

raised. 

5. What kind of potential do you see in the initiatives that aim to actively involve 

different stakeholders on urban co-creation and transformation in Rome? 

The experience of active participation processes teaches us that these initiatives 

are even more effective when, alongside involvement in the decision-making 

process, they include the opportunity for Administration and citizenship to design 

and implement (co-creation) together part of the interventions. This involves co-

responsibility, an essential factor for the success and maintenance of the 

interventions. We must admit that, yes, it still deals with rare and isolated initiatives. 

Certainly, the awareness of urban problems has grown, even though consistent 

behavior rarely comes with this. Awareness does not always determine activism. 

There are cases in which, on the contrary, the awareness is the result of frustrations, 

missed promises, missed goals. Awareness and participation can determine a 

boomerang effect, towards both those who promote them and those who are 

actors. Participation processes should reach the adequate level of maturity to be 

able to provide forms, instances, and moments to involve the whole network of 

actors, single and associated, public and private. From workshops to in-depth 

laboratories, from analysis forum to new paths to define the vision and strategy. 

 

 


