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Introduction  
The increasing pace of global news about financial crises, climate change and upheavals in different 

countries bewilders people in local communities, leading citizens to react with both withdrawal and stepping 

forward. Pertinent questions arise concerning, how to defend one´s community? How to make the 

community more robust and supportive of everyday life in this complex situation? And how to have a say in 

what is taking place locally but even globally? 

The Netherlands has been one of the leading countries in the world seeking to make communities more 

robust by conducting public participation in urban planning, but according to some critics, with meager 

results. Currently, however, Dutch urban planning is taking steps towards “discarding the old modernistic 

principles of the past century and reinventing itself in a multi-vocational, fragmented and actor-relational 

way”, based on the self-organisation of different groups, associations and networks (Boonstra & Boelens, 

2011, 108).  

Finland is a small, technology savvy country with high Internet penetration, which has excelled with mobile 

phones, GNU/Linux systems and other communication devices. During the past decade, the emergence of 

social media has given impetus to a renaissance of self-organising groups, events, happenings and actions in 

many neighbourhoods of Helsinki (Botero et al., 2012). Some of the activities deal with issues that are 

traditionally part of urban planning. However, the Finnish governance structures, especially the urban 

planning system are centralized, leaving little space for public participation, irrespective of the national Land 

Use and Bulding Act of 2000 that has a special paragraph on citizen participation. This government-led 

participation is limited to top-down consultation. So far, there are no clear intersections between formal 



urban governance processes and the flurry of self-organising activities, but it is possible to identify potential 

directions.  

Consequently, we are interested in the following questions: How do self-organisation and urban governance 

intersect and with what consequences for the environment, urban planning and co-governance? In addition, 

what is the role of digital technology and social media in supporting the new intersections? 

We will present in our article for discussion an analysis of two empirical case studies from Helsinki. The first 

case study focuses on the creation of a series of events on the theme “Pop-up cleaning day”, in 2012-2013. It 

is an example of participation as self-organisation in which a small core group started to mobilise people and 

to build momentum, assisted by social media, on the theme of re-cycling and the society of consumption 

(Seppälä, 2012). The outcome, a bi-annual urban event, has induced change in the way city authorities deal, 

for example, with providing permits for self-organised flea markets in public spaces. Moreover, the event 

temporarily transforms the city into a big market place for a whole day.  

The second case highlights a longitudinal action research on participatory time- and e-planning in a 

neighbourhood of Helsinki, in 2004-2012 (Horelli, 2013). It focuses on the interplay of the formal, semi-

formal and informal processes and structures within urban planning, community development and local co-

governance. Community informatics (CI), meaning the application of ICTs for the empowerment of 

communities (Gurstein, 2007), especially in the form of the local neighborhood website, has had an 

important role to play in enabling the meeting of the formal and semi-formal.  

We will examine the two cases by making use of the concepts that have emerged from our research on 

participatory e-planning in which we have challenged the conventional understanding of urban planning as a 

linear and bureaucratic process, formulated and implemented by planning professionals (Wallin 2013).  

We argue that self-organisation that is supported by the use of community informatics and social media 

tools, can have an impact on the quality of community activities and the environment with transformative 

consequences for urban planning and co-governance. However, this requires that local co-governance 

succeeds in finding a balance between the formal, semi-formal and informal in terms of activities, networks, 

partnerships or discursive spheres.  

We will first discuss the theoretical framework for the meta-analysis and then present the two case studies. 

We will close by answering the research questions and reflecting on the outcomes. 

Theoretical framework  
The focus of our paper, the intersection between self-organising and urban governance, is a relatively new 

problem, at least in the context of urban planning. As it lacks adequate concepts to deal with, we will build a 



theoretical framework with a set of concepts that have emerged from our research on the new approaches to 

urban planning (Horelli, 2013).  

We understand self-organisation as an emergent property of adaptive complex systems, something in which 

government does not predominate (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011). Self-organisation refers in this article to 

active citizens and their endeavours in their neighbourhoods, such as building a community yard, local web 

sites or producing a special event.  Urban governance, on the other hand can be understood as a wider set of 

institutions and inter-relationships which steer economic and social processes beyond the formal structure of 

local, regional or even cross-national government. The hybridity of the different complex forms of 

governance between networked modes of governance, elected representations and the governmental 

institutions of local authorities is, according to Parkinson and Boddy (2004), simultaneously an opportunity 

and a threat.  

The concepts that we will apply are: Complexity as the context of the self-organising city, which prepares 

ground for another concept-family, New approaches to urban planning. The last concept-family deals with 

the Interplay of the formal, semi-formal and informal as the focus of co-governance. 

Complexity as the context of the self-organising city 
Literature on urban planning describes the city from different perspectives, but the overall approaches have 

changed very little in time. Modernistic urban utopias and the rationalistic planning approach have 

considered the city as a machine, which should be organised and steered by professionals. This angle has 

prevailed from the last century until today, although it has been challenged by viewpoints ranging from 

social constructivism and postmodernism  to system theories (Urry, 2003). They challenge the steering effect 

of urban planning and understand the city as a living organism. This means that the city is a contested and 

shared space comprising complex structures and functions. These evolve not only in time but at different 

scales that are related, even inter-dependent and yet scattered and dispersed from one another. 

Jane Jacobs (1961), the mother of participatory urban planning and American community development, has 

explained that “ a city is a problem in ´organized complexity`. She refers to the system theories, adopted 

much before her time, in which urban complexities have been divided into three categories: simple problems, 

disorganised complexity and organised complexity.  According to Baynes (2009), simple problems can be 

solved by civil engineering and other traditional sense-making devices. Most of urban planning stays in this 

category. Disorganized complexity covers  planning dilemmas caused by demographic and economic 

changes or other transformations in urban space which need to be studied before understanding them. 

Through relevant research, disorganised complexity can be dissolved into a variety of simple problems that 

can be addressed and tackled by measures of urban planning.  

However, in many cases, there are problems that cannot be explained by research. These problems of 

organised complexity contain both institutional and non-formal constructions of society, which are 



constantly present and context-related, but not altered, steered or abolished by one interest group or policy, 

whether inside or outside the organisation. Therefore, the problem of organised complexity cannot be solved 

by urban planning. The only possibility for urban planning is to acknowledge these types of problems, to 

anticipate and forecast them and provide arenas for open and deliberate discussion on urban issues emerging 

from ´organised complexity`. Consequently, the concept of urban complexity expands the production of 

urban space beyond architects, urban planners and other traditional bureaucratic processes anchoring urban 

planning in a position in which it is necessary to acknowledge the significance of self-organising groups and 

their input to everyday life and urban environments.   

New approaches to urban planning 
We argue in our book (Horelli, 2013) that  new approaches to urban planning are needed, which comprise 

methods  to analyse, develop, implement and monitor physical, functional and participatory structures at the 

neighbourhood level. Three approaches are important from a methodological perspective. The first is 

participatory e-planning, the second, time planning, and the third, the Learning-based networked approach 

(Lena). 

Participatory e-planning 

According to Silva (2010), participatory e-planning is a new paradigm within the framework of a post-

positivist planning theory. However, the collaborative approach requires new concepts, methods and tools 

that enhance the involvement of different stakeholders. We refer to participatory e-planning as the use of 

ICTs in urban planning in a way that not only enhances participation in planning, but also provides accurate 

information of the social construction of urban everyday life. Participatory e-planning can be defined as the 

socio-cultural, ethical and political practices which take place offline and online in the overlapping phases of 

the planning and decision–making cycle, by using digital and non-digital tools.  It also includes, as Saad-

Sulonen (2013) points out, participation in the design and use of digital tools and media content, which, in 

fact, further enhances participation as self-organisation in the current context of the digital age (Saad-

Sulonen, forthcoming). 

Participation in the design of digital technology can be defined in various ways, however, the broader 

definition proposed by Saad-Sulonen (2013; Forthcoming) combines aspects of staged participatory activities 

initiated by experts as well as participation as design-in-use (Figure1). The latter refers to design-related 

activities undertaken during use (Dittrich et al., 2002). These include support activities, the handling of 

digital technology (such as choosing, co-designing, configuring and adapting, and connecting), and the 

handling of digital media, for example, locative media gathering, sharing and analysis, as well as textual or 

audio-visual communication and documentation. By choosing, configuring, and connecting arrays of 

available tools, ecologies of tools are formed through media sharing and technical compatibility (Jung et al., 

2008). 



 

Figure 1. The different aspects of participation in the design of digital technology come together in the Expanded 

Participatory Design approach (Saad-Sulonen, Forthcoming). 

Many aspects of participation that deal with participation in the design of digital technology are slowly 

filtering our everyday lives. For example, Web 2.0 and social media technologies offer a certain amount of 

flexibility – albeit often far from enough – for users to adapt to their own needs and to create connections 

between them.  

However, not everyone is yet able to fully operate with ‘the digital’ and be in control of digital technology. 

Therefore, the supporting roles, such as ´technology stewards` – community members who happen to be 

savvy in technology and media use and willing to help their peers  - are important (Wenger et al., 2009; 

Evans-Cowley, 2010) 

Time planning 

Time planning refers to those public policies and planning interventions that affect the time schedules and 

the spatio-temporal organisation that regulate people’s actions and relationships. In the context of urban 

planning, this involves the actual mapping of people´s everyday chores, of the spatio-temporal patterns and 

rhythms of their behaviour at the local, regional and national levels, as well as a variety of solutions to 

support the quality of everyday life (see Mareggi, 2002). Time policies and time planning provide an 

additional methodology to intersect with urban planning and community development as they affect the 

coordination of activities, as well as new forms of participatory governance in which women and men, 

specialist and politicians form partnerships and enter into contracts.  According to Boccia (2013), the shared 



focus is on the enhancement of the gendered bodies and their daily habits in the temporal and spatial 

microarchitecture to find quality of life and the possibility to put resources in action.    

The Learning-based network approach 

Finally, one shared aspect between the new approaches mentioned above is the strong role given to everyday 

life, rather than top-down urban planning. The so called Learning-based network approach to participatory 

planning and action research (Lena) has proven to assist in identifying and mobilizing different kinds of 

participations, whether ´staged` or self-organised (Wallin, 2013; Saad-Sulonen, 2013). Lena was originally 

developed within participatory projects with young people and women, and later on applied in the context of 

time policy and time planning. Its methodology is based on communicative and post-structural planning 

theories, as well as on the theory of complex coevolving systems. 

Lena applies a variety of traditional research and new enabling tools, including urban and community 

informatics. These help to embed the planning process in the material and socio-cultural context. As Lena 

comprises methods to analyse, plan, implement, monitor and evaluate planning and community development 

processes in an iterative way, it also sensitises participants both to the chronological and experiential 

(kairological) times that are intertwined in the appropriation of the infrastructure of everyday life. Thus, the 

process of participation is integrated with the content of planning which enables the self-organisation of 

inhabitants around meaningful local issues (Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2. The Learning-based network approach to participatory urban planning and action research. 

The interplay of formal, semi-formal and informal as the focus of co-governance  
The new approaches to urban planning, such as time- and participatory e-planning, imply a shift from 

techno-rational urban development to identifying and supporting the self-organisation of activities at 

different levels and on various arenas. Local co-governance can be regarded as an endeavour that takes place 

ranging from the formal, to the semi-formal and informal whether in terms of activities, networks, 



partnerships, structures or public spheres1. The recursive movement between the informal and the formal is 

also a way to understand the role of administration and decision-making from a new perspective. Karoliina 

Jarenko (2013) suggests that co-governance means linking the formal, semi-formal and informal networks 

and public spheres to form a deliberative system (see Figures 3 and 4 in the case studies). This seeks to 

ensure communication between the informal arenas of grass-root level participation and the formal decision-

making arenas.  It implies a democracy model that emphasizes wide participation and public discussions in 

political decision making. Deliberation in this context refers to the co-governance of structures and resources 

that support everyday life.  

Jarenko (2013) argues, on the basis of Hendriks´ (2006) model of integrated deliberation that the semi-

formal mixed spheres are important in deliberative institutions, since they form a link between the informal 

macro deliberations of the civil society and the formal, micro deliberations. Everybody is not willing to 

participate in formal deliberations. Macro-sphere deliberations, on the other hand, bear the risk that the weak 

and marginalized do not have an impact on decision-making.  

The semi-formal mixed spheres form a link between the two discursive spheres, enabling a wider range of 

political activities to have an impact on decision-making. Mixed spheres are a practical solution to the 

problems of representation and elitism. They work in favour of democracy and equal opportunities of 

political participation. The creation of mixed spheres is especially significant in the current phase of 

increasing self-organisation among civil society movements.  

Case study 1: Digitally-supported self-organisation in the pop-up 

Cleaning Day 
We have followed and taken part through action research in a variety of self-organised activities driven by 

urban communities in Helsinki, and examined the role that digital technologies and their design play in them 

(Saad-Sulonen, 2013; Botero, 2013; Botero et al., 2012). One of these endeavors is Cleaning Day2 

(Siivouspäivä in Finnish), a civic event organised by volunteers, which  transforms the city into an open 

giant flea market. 

The idea for the Cleaning Day (CD) started with a Facebook status update on the 20th of February 2012 by 

the person who later became one of the founding members of the CD initiative: 

”Who will arrange a Recycling Day? One day when anyone can bring to the streets all their old stuff (in ok 

                                                        
1 Public or discursive sphere is the arena or arenas in which citizens engage in deliberation of political affairs 
(Fraser, 2007).  
 
2 One important source of inspiration for CD was the Restaurant Day, which first launched in Helsinki in May 2011 
(Kukkapuro, 2012). Another source of inspiration was the Dutch “Queen’s day” for which there is no equivalent in 
Finland. 



condition), that they want to get rid of. Others could take or buy. People would trade stuff, city municipals 

would bring disposal containers where everyone would have to carry what’s left. These containers could be 

there for a day or two. Or do we have to arrange this ourselves, TL and AB? I need to get half of our stuff 

out ASAP.”- 17 Likes, 56 Comments 

Around that status update, a working group of active people got together to create a platform (tools, 

information, resources, communication channels) that citizens could use to turn Helsinki into a flea market 

during one day. On the 12th of May, 2012, the first CD event took place in Helsinki. By then, the organizing 

team had set up a website where participants could mark their stands on an online map 

(http://siivouspaiva.com/), a Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/kevatsiivous) to inform about 

the event, and several private Facebook groups to coordinate their doings. 

During the first CD 756 stands were marked on the online map. The working group estimates that there were 

around 3000 sellers. The national media found it successful due to its positive impact on the city. No damage 

was made to the lawns or public spaces, and no trash was left behind. Consequently, a second CD was 

organized in September, 2012 and a third one will take place on the 25th of May, 2013. 

The informal meets the formal: finding ways to co-manage the use of public space 
CD is a good example of Jarenko’s proposition for co-governance as an integrated deliberative system in 

which informal and formal activities can meet in a newly formed mixed discursive sphere (Figure 5). CD 

started at the informal level, without connections to formal urban governance per se. In principle, anyone 

who wants to place a selling stand in public areas in Helsinki has to apply for a time-consuming bureaucratic 

permission from the Public Works Department (PWD), by filling an official form. The working group 

decided to encourage people to “just do it”, to select a spot, act responsibly and cause no damage.  

As there was at no desire to break the law, links with the PWD were sought.  For the first CD, information 

regarding the permit form from the PWD was mentioned in the CD website. After the success of the first 

CD, the PWD approached the CD core group to discuss cooperation. An agreement was reached for the 

second CD in which registering for a stand on the CD online map became the equivalent of a permit from the 

PWD. Several other municipalities in Finland have adopted the same procedure after being lobbied by active 

citizens. 

By facilitating the process of asking for a permission, the PWD has stepped outside the micro discursive 

sphere, and the CD website and online map have become a site of mixed formal and informal discourse 

(Figure 3). This represents the first step in the collaboration between a self-organized community and an 

official municipal body. The newly formed mixed discursive sphere addresses the emerging needs for self-

organised communities to claim their rights to the shared urban public space. However, these rights come 

with obligations, which are identified and pinpointed by the municipal administrators. 



 

Figure 3. The informal meets the formal after the first Cleaning Day (adapted from Jarenko, 2013) 

 

The promises and challenges of public-private-people partnerships 
CD can also be examined from the perspective of public-private-people partnership, especially when the 

recycling activities are concerned. During the first CD, the core group managed to convince private and non-

profit organisations dealing with recycling activities to join forces to create four temporal recycling spots 

with containers to collect clothes, broken electronics, and second hand furniture could be placed. Volunteer 

citizens coordinated the operations at each recycling spot, as cooperating companies did not have the 

resources to provide assistants.  CD activists also tried to negotiate with the city authorities to wave the 

required fee for renting the land for the recycling spots, but they did not succeed in this. For the first CD, the 

core group ended up paying this rent from their own pockets.  

The collaboration with the recycling companies and non-profit organisations continued and it was made 

more efficient during the second CD. Despite operative losses, the companies and organisations wanted to 

contribute to CD as a way to test their service strategies and to get their brands associated with a positive 

cause.  This time even the city authorities waved the renting fee for the spots, as CD turned out to be a 

service that people really appreciated. 

The initial self-organized, citizen driven activities of CD have thus slowly developed into public-private-

people partnership activities. To some extent they also show seeds of new “time-planning”, which provides 

alternatives to the often inflexible timetables of the municipal recycling services. However, the sustainability 

of these efforts can be questioned, as the new way of functioning still mostly relies on volunteer work.  



The role of social media and technology that can be tinkered with 
Creating an online presence and the required tools to self-organize would have not been possible without the 

availability of a relatively easily accessible set of technology and media “building blocks”.  

Firstly, there are the building blocks required for the CD website platform to serve as a database of the 

selling stands and an information repository of what is being sold and where. The Google maps API 

(Application Programming Interface) enabled the visualization of the selling and recycling spots in 

searchable locations on the online map. The Facebook registration API provided functionality to link easily 

and cheaply the selling spots to verifiable and contactable user profiles. The MySQL database enabled 

handling the registration info for each spot. What is important to note, is that creating the ‘ecology of tools’ 

for CD was relatively cheap to achieve, as all the building blocks are available for free. Tinkering with the 

different functionalities to create a working whole still requires a certain know-how, which in this case was 

provided through volunteer work. The core group needed, however, to buy server space to host the website. 

Secondly, the CD Facebook page acts as the main interaction channel for the organisers, volunteers, and 

participants. It played a crucial role in enabling CD to self-organize and scale up. The set of “building 

blocks” in this case are less technical. They relate to certain social and media practices that have developed 

around the features and functionalities of Facebook. For example, well-crafted status updates trigger “likes” 

and “shares” that have implications on the visibility of the information for Facebook users. The CD activists 

were good at manipulating these features and quickly learned what worked and what didn’t. The Facebook 

page also created a certain intimacy and a sense of community between those interested in the event and the 

themes addressed.  

The availability of technological and social and media building blocks was also taken as the basis for a a 

hackathon-like event, called ‘digitalkoot’3, to invite a broader community to a face to face meeting and to 

produce new ideas, technologies and resources for the upcoming CD. During the event, 45 participants 

created “How to” guides, price tags and promotional digital videos.  A mobile application was also coded to 

support “wayfinding” during CD. This mobile application will be freely available to download before the 

next CD. On another front, the CD core group also decided to help those who cannot register their stand on 

the online map, by providing possibilities to call them. The CD core group is acting as mediators that enable 

the technology-dependent registration process to take place. Thus, the role of technology and media support 

is still important and should not be overlooked. (Saad-Sulonen, forthcoming) 

                                                        
3  The word ‘digitalkoot’ is a combination of ‘digital’ and the Finnish word ‘talkoot. It is loosely translated as ‘digital 
barn raising’. Organising the event was part of our action research activities with the Cleaning Day initiative: 
http://thirdsector.mlog.taik.fi/2013/04/22/siivouspaivan-digitalkoot-cleaning-day-hackathon-results-and-small-
questionnaire/ 
 



Case study 2: Contributions of participatory time- and e-planning to 

the local co-governance of a neighbourhood  
We have conducted long-term action research on CI-assisted participatory planning and community 

development in the Herttoniemi neighbourhood (pop. 550.000) of Helsinki for almost a decade (Horelli, 

2013; 2012; Wallin et al., 2010). Since the longitudinal study comprised three consecutive subprojects, we 

will narrate the results chronologically. The first project was called “ARJA, the Management of Everyday 

Life”, the second “Ubiquitous Helsinki”, and the third, “Participatory Local Community as an Issue of Time 

Planning” (more details in Horelli, 2013). 

Time planning as networking and coordination of activities 
The aim of the first project (2004 – 2006), funded by the European Social Fund, was to construct and test 

models of time planning in the Finnish context. The main focus was on the ways that the socio-spatial and 

temporal coordination of housing, work, services and mobility might improve the conditions for reconciling 

work and family life, and better the consequent social temporalities of everyday life (Horelli & Wallin, 

2006). 

The design of the action research was based on the Learning-based network approach (Lena), described in 

the theoretical framework. In practice, it meant conducting an analysis of the context, building scenarios and 

charting their consequences with residents and employers, co-constructing a vision around the supportive 

infrastructure of everyday life, and choosing implementation strategies, along with applying on-going 

monitoring and evaluation.  

The analysis of the surveys, mapping and interviews disclosed that the residents in the area were quite 

satisfied with their living environment, especially with its proximity to natural areas and good public 

transport, although improvements were needed in several areas. The main result of the sub-project was that a 

development process around the shaping of the infrastructure of everyday life was initiated. There were, at 

this stage several  small projects which resulted in: 1) the improvement of the metro-station, which was not 

only in a dilapidated state but also experienced as a safety-risk for children and young girls in the evenings 2) 

renewed coordination of family services (which were previously dispersed and poorly integrated with social 

and health care,  3) mobility management (better information on mobility services, a new bus-route, car 

pools, walking busses etc.),  4) development and piloting of a new service format, the helpdesk - a one-stop-

service, either a face-to-face desk, a contact number or a website from which a diversity of quality-assured 

public, private and third-sector services could be accessed.  Even a preliminary model of time planning and 

policy for Helsinki was generated, but it was never adopted in practice.  



Integrating time planning with e-planning 
The experiment with time planning was continued in 2007-2008 as part of the Ubiquitous Helsinki-project, 

funded by the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Innovation, the Innovation funds of Helsinki 

City and several private enterprises. Its aim was to plan and co-produce events and so-called ubiquitous 

services for everyday life in partnership with private, public and community stakeholders, in Herttoniemi. 

The implementation of the project meant constant iterations between the developers and users in order to 

create digital and internet-based tools that could be inserted in local websites for planning and 

communication purposes. The application of websites and other tools of urban and community informatics, 

transformed the whole process into e-planning  (see Horelli, 2013).   

This phase brought forth new concepts and products, such as the hybrid infrastructure of communication. In 

Herttoniemi for example, it comprises a free digital infrastructure comprising an assemblage of tools and 

instruments, such as local websites, mobile and internet applications and digital display screens for 

disseminating information just-in-time, retrospectively or in an anticipatory way.  Some of these tools were 

applied in the participatory e-planning of the Roihuvuori community yard, where children, adolescents, 

adults and seniors took part at different stages of the planning, implementation and maintenance cycle (Saad-

Sulonen & Horelli, 2010).   

The integration of time planning with e-planning meant the use of technology to provide access to 

participation for larger groups of people – whether experts, users, entrepreneurs, professionals or politicians 

– who now had the opportunity to take part irrespective of place and time. In fact, the expanded temporal 

scope and the application of community informatics allowed people to dig into the past (through archives) or 

envision the future with fellow participants. In addition, it enabled the co-production of real-time 

environments through augmented reality technologies. 

Time- and e-planning as part of local co-governance   
Action research continued in Herttoniemi, in 2009-2012, through the Finnish Academy-funded study: 

“Participatory local community, as an issue of time planning” (Palco, 2009).  Its aim was to study the 

different charateristics and methods of time and e-planning as part of user-driven community development 

and co-governance.  

Unlike the other Nordic capitals, Helsinki has no formal local government structures at the neighbourhood 

level. Therefore, one of the main goals of the action research was the co-development of semi- formal and 

informal institutions of co-governance together with different civil society organizations, city officials and 

the community worker from the Department of Social Services and Health Care.  The local co-governance in 

Herttoniemi has been described by Karoliina Jarenko (2013) as a deliberative system.  Its key elements are a) 

the Local Committee that meets every second month, b) the Neighbourhood Assembly that meets twice each 

year, c) self-organizing groups and activities, such as neighbourhood associations and the cooperative 



Hertsikan Pumppu that seeks to improve local services, and d) the hybrid infrastructure of communication.  

These elements can be seen in Figure 4, which depicts the co-governance in Herttoniemi.  

 

 

Figure 4. Local co-governance in Herttoniemi as an integrated deliberative system (Jarenko, 2013) 

By interpreting the co-governance in Herttoniemi through Hendriks´ (2006) model of integrated deliberation, 

it is possible to see, how the self-organising groups and activities operate in the informal, macro discursive 

sphere and the Neighbourhood Assembly in the semi-formal, mixed discursive sphere. The Local 

Committee, which was originally a mixed forum with strong representation from the third sector has 

gradually become the site of formal, multi-sectorial civil servant cooperation. However, the links to the 

formal, micro discursive sphere, in the form of City councils, is weak, almost non-existent. This makes it 

difficult for the local co-governance to balance the interplay between the formal, semi-formal and informal 

activities, networks, partnerships and structures. 

Discussion  
We have presented in this article a theoretical framework, which has guided our analyses of two case-studies 

dealing with the intersection of self-organisation and urban governance in Helsinki. We posed the questions: 

How do self-organisation and urban governance intersect and with what consequences for the environment, 

urban planning and co-governance? We also asked, what the role of digital technology and social media is in 

supporting the new intersections? 



Self-organisation intersects in a variety of ways with urban governance 
The comparison of the two case-studies indicate that self-organising activities intersect in many different 

ways with urban governance. On the basis of the analysis applying Hendriks´ (2006)  model of co-

governance in the case-studies, it is possible to claim that a great deal of self-organisation  takes place in the 

informal, macro discursive spheres, both in the Cleaning Day (CD) and in the neighbourhood of Herttoniemi 

(see Figures 3 and 4). The activities range from small project planning events and discussions to the 

application of social media and even the design-in- use of the technology in question.  

Self-organisation also abounds in the semi-formal, mixed discursive sphere in which deliberations take place 

also with people, who are representatives of some institutions or organisations. In the case of Herttoniemi, 

the mixed sphere was first created together with the residents and the Community worker, who facilitated the 

founding of unofficial co-governance bodies, such as the Local Committee and the Local Assembly. In the 

CD-case, the mixed sphere used this semi-formal platform to provide a new way to deal with the official 

selling permission by using an online map (see Figures 3 and 4).  

It is said that self-organisation seldom, if ever, takes place in the formal micro discursive sphere. However, 

the representatives of the core group of the CD did negotiate with the representatives of the Public Works 

Department (PWD). Also the Herttoniemi residents participated in a few formal meetings with the City 

council representatives, and took regularly part in the more or less formalised Local Committee. Dealing 

with administrators or entrepreneurs can and do have consequences for implementation as they control 

resources (this was also the case with the implementation of the Roihuvuori yard in Case 2).  However, it is 

evident in both cases that the direct links to the formal, micro spheres were scarce, which constrained the 

implementation of creative ideas. Consequently, the links to the networks of power are crucial.   

Karoliina Jarenko (2013) claims that it is important to support the mixed sphere, as it works in favour of 

democracy and enhances political participation. We think that it is even more important to balance the 

interplay between the formal, semi-formal and informal spheres in urban governance, as they complement 

one another. Co-governance makes the local neighbourhood more responsive and sustainable for further 

development. Therefore, the formal, semi-formal and informal structures should be nourished by 

administration and political decision-making (see also Hamdi, 2010). ) 

Digital technology as a catalyst  
Information and communication technologies had an important role to play in both cases. The citizen-created 

CD website as well as the citizen-run Herttoniemi site both acted as reifications of the mixed discursive 

sphere. The CD website and online map provided means to connect citizens to the infrastructure of everyday 

life (selling permit) that had been constrained by the authorities. Now, it was accessible without bureaucratic 

hurdles. Furthermore, the Herttoniemi website provides 'filtered' information about the neighborhood. It 

decreases the difficulty to face the bureaucratic jungle of the city, which disseminates information according 



to its own departmental logic and not according to citizens' local interests.  Digital technology has acted as a 

catalyst for citizens to ‘have things done’ in an easier way, by providing concrete sites for the lacking 

discursive spheres.   

The social media has also been a catalyst in terms of information dissemination and mobilisation of 

followers. Setting up a Facebook page is easy and advertising it to friends and friends of friends does not 

necessitate much effort. However, one must not forget the commercial nature of many of the social media 

platforms. As Gurumurthy (2012) reminds us, the terms of use of such platforms are not always clear. Where 

does the information posted on Facebook go to? Who owns it and controls it?  Michael Gurstein (2007) 

keeps reminding that community informatics means the empowerment of communities, which also implies 

the control of technologies. If control is not possible, at least some understanding of the ways in which 

available technological and media building blocks work, is necessary (see also Evans-Cowley, 2010). 

However, this requires a certain level of technology know-how. New configurations for collaboration in 

technology and media design can bring opportunities to overcome such digital divide. For example, the 

digitalkoot/hackathon approach that was experimented in anticipation of the next CD, is a collaborative 

endeavour that supports the self-organisation around both technology and political mobilisation. 

Consequences for urban planning and the environment 
Self-organising activities and urban planning meet one another all over the city, in its spaces, activities and 

citizens. However, it takes place non-simultaneously, with different intentions and objectives, involving a 

variety of administrative departments. Self-organisation enhanced by ICTs is like a dynamo. Perhaps the 

most important impact of self-organising is the pressure it puts on the hard-core of the tacit exercise of power 

in cities.  

On the other hand, participation as self-organisation brings about new people and novel thoughts. For 

example, without urban events, such as the Cleaning Day or Pop-up restaurants and other self-organised 

happenings, some of the new urban planning targets would not take place. These are, for instance, the 

temporary use of many places and areas or making visible and branding new neighbourhoods through 

alternative urban cultures, such as ecological cultivation and food co-operatives in Herttoniemi. Such 

outcomes have, in turn, an impact on the boundary conditions of self-organising activities in the form of 

spaces, ways of using them etc.    

Self-organising was part of the new approaches to urban planning, such as time planning, to which it is 

interconnected. In Herttoniemi, self-organization was facilitated by time-planning and e-planning. In the CD 

case, the self-organization activities contained seeds of time-planning, which emerged in relation to the 

organisation of re-cycling activities. Thus, time planning established arenas of deliberation, turning them into 

public spheres that have distinctive timescapes.  



Moreover, it is through participatory e-planning that self-organization, community development and local 

governance can be embedded in urban planning in community development. Participatory e-planning also 

enhances the integration of the planning process with the substance of planning, for example in the planning 

of the Roihuvuori yard in Herttoniemi (see Figure 2). Thus, participatory e-planning has already begun to 

transform urban planning processes, purpose, content, scale and participants. Even the meaning of 

participation has started to change, as the new category, ´participation as self-organisation` is rapidly 

spreading. The new approaches to urban planning seek to enhance sustainable urban development by 

increasing the steering effect and success of planning, but also by creating real opportunities for people to 

manage their everyday lives.  

Although Boonstra and Boelens (2011) go a step further and wish to separate participation from self-

organisation, we argue that self-organisation (as participation) that is supported by the use of community 

informatics and social media tools, can have an impact on the quality of community activities and the 

environment with transformative consequences for urban planning and co-governance. However, this 

requires that local co-governance succeeds in finding a balance between the formal, semi-formal and 

informal in terms of activities, networks, partnerships or discursive spheres.  
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