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Enhancing young people’s
individual skills and knowledge.
The case of vulnerable youth
participating in co-creative
policymaking in housing in the
city of Barakaldo
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This research aims to explore in what extent young people can enhance their

individual skills, knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors by taking part in urban

policymaking co-creation processes. The empirical study conducted within the

UPLIFT project is based on two main theoretical influences: co-creation and

youth participation in policymaking and the capability approach. The author found

that the young participants in the UPLIFT co-creation process in Barakaldo who

were encountering vulnerabilities or di�culties in housing, experienced positive

individual e�ects from their participation in the process. Framed in terms of the

Capability Approach, the process impacts positively on young people’s individual

abilities (individual factors) that may influence their opportunities (capabilities)

and life strategies (functionings) in the housing domain. In the following lines,

I also suggest a set of critical aspects that need to be pursued in a co-

creative policymaking process to help increase the vulnerable young participants’

knowledge and attitudes toward community planning initiatives in the field of

urban policymaking.

KEYWORDS

co-creation, urban policymaking, youth, action research, capability approach

1. Introduction

Citizen involvement in institutional policymaking has been attracting interest of both
among policymakers and academics. Although the first studies of citizen co-production in
public services were published in the 1970s by Elinor Ostrom and her team, the topic did
not raise much interest in those days as the approach was not relevant to the time (Brandsen
et al., 2018, p. 3–8).

Since then, times have changed, and the scale and complexity of the global
challenges have become greater. The United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda and its 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), launched by a UN Summit in New York
in 2015, are the global expression of a transformative agenda set to tackle pressing
global economic, social and environmental challenges. Nonetheless, responses to global
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challenges like demographics, the digital transformation, and
climate change are complex to understand and resolve. And, thus,
given the scale and complexity, solutions will only be reached
by engaging with all relevant stakeholders at all levels. Cities
will be fundamental to the implementation of all 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) as stated by the UN in the resolution
adopted by the General Assembly on September 25, 2015 (United
Nations, 2016).

The growing importance of cities to ground and work toward
finding local responses to global pressing challenges by engaging
with stakeholders and citizens is often fostered due to the benefits
it provides in terms of improved governance; quality of services,
projects and programs delivered; and, better social acceptance.

In this context, the design and delivery of public services, as
well as the participation of citizens within these processes, have gain
momentum at the urban level. Cities are increasingly vulnerable to
major global changes (climate, digitalization, and demographics)
(Elmqvist et al., 2019), but are also key when it comes to driving
sustainable transition processes in real contexts and through co-
creation (Kronsell and Mukhtar-Landgren, 2018; Bulkeley et al.,
2019; Hajer and Versteeg, 2019, p. 123). At the heart of this is
the proximity to our citizens’ day-to-day lives, which facilitates
grounding and experimenting with the different challenges faced
at the city level (Frantzeskaki and Rok, 2018).

The growing academic attention given to innovative
approaches to policy co-creation over the years is based on
the design and implementation of innovative participatory
processes and approaches to tackle societal challenges (Brandsen
et al., 2018). In this respect, living labs have gained importance at
an urban level as a new user-centered and open innovation-based
approach to policymaking to address such challenges (Hossain
et al., 2019). Practitioners are also encouraged to overcome various
difficulties and needs by using co-creation processes (Matti et al.,
2022), and by citizen-led solutions with greater societal acceptance
and effectiveness (Vladimirova et al., 2022).

Thus, as it has been stated above, co-creation can play
a prominent role at the urban level in generating effective
and innovative solutions to tackle the challenges of a world
dominated by complexity and uncertainty. Nevertheless, as it is
shown through this study, this kind of processes also contribute
to enhance the individual capabilities of, in this case young
individuals that are being part of these processes. Based on the
UPLIFT co-creation process in Barakaldo, this work aims to
explore the connections between institutionalized participatory
policy making processes, and particularly co-creation, with
the capability approach, a theoretical framework that allows to
define how people can enhance their individual capabilities. This
way, the discussion of the paper defines three main elements
that in the case of the co-creation process in Barakaldo have
been key in order to guarantee, not only the development
of innovative and effective solutions, but also to foster the
generation of knowledge and skills development among
the participants.

The discussion in Section 6.1 will be complemented by: the
explanation of the capability approach and concepts on youth
participation in policy making processes as frameworks of analysis;
the methodology used to analyze the results and the presentation of
the case study and Section 6.1.

2. A review of the literature on the
capability approach and on
co-creation and youth participation in
policy-making

The research conducted departs from the notions, frameworks
and methodologies developed within two different theoretical
influences: (1) the Capability Approach (CA), and (2) Co-creation
and youth participation in policymaking.

The following sections introduce these influences and their
relevance for the research conducted, explain how they are
integrated and paves the way toward understanding the questions
posed by the research team.

2.1. Capability approach

The Capability Approach (CA) is a theoretical approach,
concentrating on wellbeing, development and justice. It was
pioneered by Amartya Sen and further developed and embraced
by Martha Nussbaum and other scholars (Robeyns and Byskov,
2021). It is conceived as a flexible and multi-purpose framework
that helps interpret notions of poverty, inequality or wellbeing in
different fields such as development studies and policymaking, and
welfare economics, among others (Robeyns and Byskov, 2021). The
following two claims are at the basis of the framework: freedom to
achieve wellbeing is of moral importance and must be understood
in terms of a person’s so-called capabilities.

According to this framework, functionings reflect what people
are (being) or do (doing), and can be either good or bad (Kimhur,
2020). Some examples of these include being well-nourished,
having children, having proper housing, being employed, and
completing secondary school.

Moreover, it links these functioning to what it defines as
capabilities. According to Sen (1999, p. 40) capabilities represents
the various combinations of functionings (beings and doings) that
the person can achieve. Having capabilities means that a person
has the freedom, real rights and opportunities to realize valuable
functioning as an active agent (Kimhur, 2020). The functioning
people actually achieve because of their capabilities depends on
individual preferences. In this framework, preferences constitute
the link between capabilities and functionings.

Formal freedoms refer to the material aids that a given person
can access (income, goods or services) and the formal legal rights
people enjoy (e.g., rights recognized by the Constitution) to live the
life of their choice. Resources are the formal opportunities a person
has to be or do what is important to them. Capabilities are affected
by a person’s formal freedoms or the resources available for, which
depend greatly on the context.

Conversion factors are the bridge between formal freedoms
and the capabilities or the available opportunities to achieve the
valued positions. Conversion factors were classified by Robeyns
(2005) as personal (including sex, reading skills, intelligence,
and disabilities, among others), social (e.g., public policies,
social norms, discriminating practices, gender roles, societal
hierarchies and power relations), and, environmental (e.g.,
climate, geographical location). All of this influences people’s
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ability to transform formal resources into valuable opportunities
(capabilities) and functionings. Examples of these are individual
features like sex, intelligence, social skills, or abilities. Social
conditions can be, for instance social norms and practices like
gender inequality that might prevent women from transforming
formal opportunities into desired positions, such as in the
labor market.

The focus of the CA is on wellbeing and at its center are
people’s capabilities, understood as “what people are effectively
able to do and to be” (Robeyns, 2005) or “the real freedoms that
people have to live the life they value (or have reason to value)”
(Volkert and Schneider, 2011). Thus, the achieved functioning
may differ from the capability in that the former are achievements
while the later are valuable options to choose from. In this context
policies are evaluated in terms of their impact on people’s wellbeing,
with the CA approach having been applied in different policy
analyses such as the Human Development Reports of the United
Nations (Kimhur, 2020). For example, it asks whether people have
access to high -quality education (capabilities) and whether the
means and resources necessary for this capability are available
(formal resources). The core concepts of the CA are relevant to
understanding the route from formal freedoms to real freedoms
which lead to creating individual life-strategies or functionings in
the different life domains (labor market, housing, education).

Empirical analysis based on assessing capabilities and
functionings in a given policy field is prolific. Volkert and
Schneider (2011) provided some of these applications, with
examples of how CA is applied in high-income OECD countries,
mainly focused on studies related to understanding capabilities
and functionings. Robeyns (2006) also explored and described the
topics or themes of application addressed by the CA: examining
the human development of a country, small-scale development
projects, or, policy analysis, among others. Indeed, the most
widespread approach in CA empirical analysis appears to be
assessing functionings, capabilities, or functioning together with
capabilities on different application themes.

However, less attention has been given to conversion factors
in the field of policymaking and developmental processes, even
though personal and group-specific characteristics are crucial
for bridging means and freedoms. Conversion factors can boost
or inhibit people when transforming formal opportunities into
valuable opportunities or the desired outcomes. Individuals and
their social context influence the ability they have to pave that path.

In this sense, to reflect upon capabilities in policy making
processes through capability approach, puts the focus on
how young people can enhance their individual conversions
factors, reflecting not only on the pathways that policies follow
toward transformation, but on youngsters’ strategies to transform
their lives.

Following this premise, Egdell andMcQuaid (2016) highlighted
the role played by stakeholders and young people in developing
job activation initiatives and acknowledged that such participation
has affected their own learning and personal development.
Learning and personal development happen both at the individual
level (increased skills and knowledge) and in a broader socio-
economic context (legal framework, etc.). The former could
include appropriate information on the labor market, and the
skills needed to take opportunities. Other conversion factors

are external, such as social and structural factors (e.g., social
stratification, labormarket segregation, among others). The authors
presented three case studies showing how young people involved in
developmental processes linked to job activation programs enhance
their capabilities in terms of empowerment (that is, their voice is
heard in decisionmaking), individual conversion factors (increased
skills and knowledge regarding the topic and certain aspects as self-
belief and confidence) and external conversion factors (ability to
influence external factors).

The following section explores how young people can get
involved in policy-making processes with public institutions
through co-creation.

2.2. Co-creation and youth participation in
policymaking

Co-creation in policymaking has attracted increasing interest
when it comes to delivering public services and thinking up
and creating solutions for political and social challenges (Torfing
et al., 2019; Itten et al., 2020). It involves a wide range of actors
where their experience, knowledge, and ideas are combined to find
solutions. The idea is that given that stakeholders and citizens are
actively involved, this leads to a better acceptance of the results and
makes it possible for more context-based and tailored solutions to
be found (Lorenz, 2020).

It has recently gained prominence as an approach to tackle the
increasing complexity of the current societal challenges spurred by
the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, digital transformation,
demographic changes, and other pressing global matters, all of
which need a swift and targeted policy response.

In the field of public policies, citizens are the main stakeholders
with whom to engage in co-creation processes during the various
stages of the policy cycle dealing with social issues (Voorberg et al.,
2015). Citizens become co-creators because their specific resources
and competences are valuable for delivering public service. The
co-creative processes are also learning ones where the participants
learn not only how to face societal challenges but also from
the other participants’ competences. Nonetheless, learning in co-
creation is an unexplored topic in the literature, especially citizen-
related.

Young people are one group of citizens that participate in co-
creative processes. Youth participation is understood as “a process
of involving youth in the institutions and the decisions that affect
their lives” (Checkoway et al., 1995). It is particularly meaningful
in fields where young people’s knowledge is relevant and valuable
as they improve the quality of the decision taken as well as
help better understand the topic addressed (Blakeslee and Walker,
2018), usually in areas that influence their own interests or everyday
issues (Vromen and Collin, 2010; Head, 2011). Among the fields
where young people find their participation is more influential are
social action, which involves environmental, neighborhood, and
racial issues; community planning, public advocacy; community
education, related to actions that strengthen youth confidence to
make changes; and local development services (Checkoway et al.,
1995). Head (2011) proposed the following three rationales for
greater youth involvement: protecting their rights, influencing the
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policies (services, programs, and alike) that directly impact them;
and social participation that leads to developmental benefits for the
young people involved in such processes.

Delving deeper into the notion of youth participation, scholars
have long studied and categorized the varying degrees of this
in public issues. These can be divided into linear and non-
linear modes of participation. Among the linear ones, Arnstein
(1969), Hart (1992), and the International Association for Public
Participation (IAP2, 2022) typologies organized youth participation
on a scale from lower to higher levels based on a varied combination
of aspects related to participation and the achieved intensity. These
aspects include roles played in initiating adult-youth interaction,
decision-making, or a specific role such as informing, consulting,
involving, or collaborating (Wong et al., 2010). Treseder (1997)
argued that youth participation is non-linear, with no ideal type
of participation but rather different types based on initiation and
decision-making roles each time.

Thus, youth participation in policymaking can be understood
as young people collaborating with other stakeholders during
the various stages of the policy cycle and with different types
of participation to co-create solutions that deal with societal
challenges that directly affect their lives.

The benefits of young individuals taking part in community
planning are classified according to the different potential
beneficiaries of the community planning results, which are
individuals, organizations, and the community (Checkoway et al.,
1995; Frank, 2006). Individual benefits are the ones experienced
by the participants, while other groups of stakeholders, such as
the community or society as a whole, reap the broader benefits.
The Table 1 summarizes the benefits of youth participation in
policymaking at the individual and broader levels.

At a societal level, youth participation can provide indirect
benefits to society, mainly to the community and the organizations
participating from the developmental processes. Such aspects
include broadening civic participation, experience for active citizen
and leadership for the future (Hoekstra and Gentili, 2021);
increased knowledge of youth and community concerns and more
feasible and targeted solutions or recommendations (Frank, 2006).

YPAR processes are also empowering and affect young people at
the individual level (Ozer and Douglas, 2013). By involving them in
participatory activities such as analyzing a community’s challenges,
research activities, and decision-making to influence policies and
decisions, young people experience personal positive effects such
as motivation to influence their communities, socio-political skills,
and participatory behavior.

Frank (2006) observed that taking part in planning processes
has a positive effect on young people by increasing their skills
and knowledge (regarding the topic, the local community, and
how to create change). They were also found to become more
confident and assertive as well as wanting to collaborate more
in other forms of civic engagement, with increased enthusiasm
for planning and community involvement. The author identified
frustration as a negative behavioral effect when there is a
lack of adult responsiveness to youth insights. According to
Checkoway et al. (1995), participation benefits young people
by improving their behavior and attitudes in terms of open-
mindedness, personal responsibility, and self-esteem, among
others. In addition, the author found an increase in the skills and

knowledge connected with the topics addressed by the process.
Meanwhile, Vromen and Collin (2010) included concepts related
to participatory governance, youth participation, and policymaking
as key issues to be discussed with young people and other
stakeholders when reflecting together on how they perceive youth
participation processes.

2.3. Policy co-creation with young people
and the capability approach

This section explains how the two literature streams presented,
the CA and the policy co-creation with young people, are
integrated. As explained above, the CA is a comprehensive, multi-
dimensional and normative approach for interpreting inequality
as a relationship between structural factors such as formal rights
and possibilities provided by the socio-economic context (i.e., Law
and policy programs) and individual factors, such as individual
conditions, preferences, and life choices (Robeyns and Byskov,
2021). Youth engagement in co-creative policymaking processes is
associated with benefits on an individual level (Checkoway et al.,
1995; Frank, 2006; Ozer and Douglas, 2013) and for the wider
society (Frank, 2006; Head, 2011). Whereas, there are clear linkages
between both benefits, this study focuses on the elements of the
co-creation process that have allowed the development of the
individual benefits of the participants in connection with broader
structural factors. Thus, policy co-creation framed within the CA
allows understanding of how the process is influencing the young
individual’s abilities (individual conversion factors) in relation with
the resources, their opportunities (capabilities) and their choices
(functionings) in the life domain addressed by the process.

The CA also provides a framework in which policy co-
creation can be structured as a learning and personal development
process to benefit the young participants (Egdell and McQuaid,
2016). Participatory approaches addressing the co-creation of new
policy initiatives that intend to diminish urban inequalities are
very well supported by the CA approach due to its emphasis
on agency (Hoekstra and Gentili, 2021). Agency refers to the
relative autonomy of the individuals in their actions under the
constraints of the structural factors. Therefore, policy co-creation
can adopt a focus on agency by increasing the individual abilities
or conversion factors of the young participants (Checkoway et al.,
1995; Frank, 2006; Ozer and Douglas, 2013) as crucial aspects that
support them in choosing what they really value in life (Robeyns,
2005).

3. Methodology

Funded by Lewin (1946), participatory action research (PAR) is
as a research methodology that aims not only to create knowledge
collaboratively with those affected by the research, but also to
become an empowering process for the participants. Due to its
emphasis on understanding human experiences and taking action
in order to improve difficult situations, this approach is a valuable
methodology for the case study on a policy co-creation process
that aims not only to improve policy but to become a personal
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TABLE 1 Benefits of youth participation in policymaking at the individual and broader levels.

Benefits Core concepts

Individual benefits Knowledge and skills Frank (2006):

• Learning about community and environment
• Learning on how to create a community change
• Planning skills or developed skills related with the topic tackled

Checkoway et al. (1995)

• Experiential education and skills related with the topic

Vromen and Collin (2010)

• Participatory governance and its practice
• Government and community organizations

Attitudes and behaviors Self-esteem (Head, 2011; Ozer and Douglas, 2013)

Checkoway et al. (1995)

• Open mind
• Personal responsibility
• Social and civic competence
• Moral and ego development
• Efficacy and self-esteem

Frank (2006):

• Become more confident and assertive
• Increased enthusiasm for planning and community involvement
• Frustration (of there is a lack of adult responsiveness to youth insights)

Ozer and Douglas (2013)

Psychological Empowerment:
• General socio-political skills
• Motivation to influence one’s community
• Participatory behavior
• Perceived control

Broader benefits for society Community impact organizational
development

Head (2011):

• Civic participation
• Training and experience for active citizen and leadership
Frank (2006)
• Increased knowledge of youth and community concerns
• More feasible and targeted solutions
Vromen and Collin (2010)
• Benefits and barriers to youth participation

Source: Own elaboration.

development process. Three main features of this approach are
particularly valuable for the case study.

First, researchers work collaboratively with other participants
affected by the research (Olshansky et al., 2005) by examining and
interpreting their own social world and exploring the relationship
between the individual and other social interactions (Kemmis and
Wilkinson, 1998, p. 24). Researchers do not approach the process
to study it from a distance, they are, together with the other
participants, part of the process of change.

Second, PAR is practical and reflexive as it seeks to improve and
change the participant’s situation by developing, implementing, and
reflecting on actions and their own situation as part of the research
and knowledge generation process (Kemmis and Wilkinson, 1998,
p. 24; Olshansky et al., 2005; Loewenson et al., 2014).

Third, PAR processes are empowering processes in which
people are involved in reflective processes to explore the individual
and social limitations that limit their self-development and self-
determination (Kemmis and Wilkinson, 1998, p. 24).

The co-creation process was structured following the PAR
approach. Researchers could work collaboratively with other

participants affected by the research in discussion sessions where
strategies and actions were designed to address the challenge. In
that sense, policy makers, policy implementers and youngsters did
not play only the role of “subjects” of study, but also an active role
in aspects like designing the process, and deciding on the actions
adopted, among others. It was also designed to empower young
people and involve them in the process of policy co-creation, thus
supporting them in their self-development processes and giving
them resources to have their voice heard in local policy making and
enhance their abilities.

Moreover, regarding the analysis of the results extracted from
the aforementioned participatory process, a quantitative method
with a survey of the young participants in the co-creation process
of UPLIFT in Barakaldo is used (see the survey in Annex 1). Thus,
the questions included in the survey respond to the categories
included as determinant to advance the knowledge and skills of
the respondents (see Table 2). The fieldwork took place between
December 2021 and July 2022, with a pre and post-survey to
examine whether the young individuals were increasing their
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors because of collaborating
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TABLE 2 Individual conversion factors explored.

Core concept—individual conversion factors Items assessed

Knowledge and
skills

• Learning about community
and environment

• Learning how to create
community change

• Knowledge about the
topic (housing)

Knowledge about the followinga,b

• Organizations working in housing in Barakaldo
• Housing in Barakaldo
• How to help make a difference or a change for Barakaldo’s youth and the city
• Which organization to address for advice in housing
• Policymaking in Barakaldo
• How to connect more with the local community network
• How to widen your social network
• The housing opportunities available to me in Barakaldo
• How to find better housing conditions
• How to find affordable opportunities in the housing market
• How to find support programmes to help me access secure housing

Attitudes and
behaviors

• Participatory behavior
• Civic participation

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?c

• I have given a presentation to a group of people I do not know
• I have spoken to practitioners in Barakaldo about issues that I want to improve in Barakaldo’s housing
• I have spoken to other young people about issues I want to improve in Barakaldo
• The Youth Board decides on some really important matters
• The Social Lab decides on some really important matters
• young people have a say in what happens in Barakaldo
• There are plenty of ways young people like me have a say in what our city government does

• General socio-political
skills

• Becoming more confident
and assertive

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?c

• I feel like I have quite a good understanding of how housing policy works in Barakaldo
• I am often a group leader
• I can usually figure out how to make an adult see my point of view, even if they do not agree with me
• If I want to solve a problem in Barakaldo, I know how to gather useful data about the issue
• If I want to solve a problem in my city, I can work effectively with other young people on this issue
• I know how city rules and policies are made

• Motivation to influence
their community

• Increased enthusiasm for
planning and
community involvement

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statement?d

• It is important for young people to try to improve our city even if we cannot always make the changes
we want

• I want to have as much say as possible in making decisions in my city
• I want to have as much say as possible in making decisions on housing issues
• Young people should work to improve our city even if we cannot always make the changes we want

Source: Own elaboration. a Adapted fromVromen and Collin (2010) and Ozer and Douglas (2013) and applied to the issue studied here, with a scale from 1= no extent, to 4= a great extent. All

measures provided 4-point Likert-Scale response options, eliminating middle choices found by Ozer to be common in this population group. b Items created by the author measuring outcomes

specific to the UpLift project from Head (2011), and measures from Frank (2006). c Items created by Ozer and Douglas (2013) and adapted to this study. d Items created by Frank (2006), Head

(2011), Vromen and Collin (2010), and Ozer and Douglas (2013) and adapted to this study regarding motivation, using a scale from 1—strongly disagree to 4—strongly agree.

in UPLIFT. The co-creation process included thirteen young
people, with the number varying in the different sessions. Nine
people responded to the pre- and post-survey at the beginning and
end of the process. Five of them had recurring responses as they
filled in the survey at the beginning and end of the process, allowing
a direct observation of the changes in the items assessed.

4. Case study: Background, aim, and
scope of the UPLIFT project

UPLIFT is a project funded by Horizon 2020 exploring how
young people’s voices can be placed at the center of youth policy
in areas of housing, education, and employment. Since January
2020, the project has been studying the cases of 16 cities in Europe
and the UK, including Barakaldo, to gain a deeper understanding
of the inequalities affecting young people. To this end, various
data analyses, interviews, and participatory workshops are being
carried out with policymakers and implementers. By incorporating
these perspectives into the policy design process, UPLIFT aims to
find innovative interventions in a bottom-up approach. Specifically,
together with communities in four locations (Amsterdam, Tallin,
Sfântu Gheorghe, and Barakaldo), policy co-creation processes

involving a group of young people from each city have been put
forward to address and reduce inequality in different life domains.

Barakaldo is a 100,000-inhabitant river-port town that is part
of a larger suburban area of Bilbao, a medium-sized city within
the province of Bizkaia, one of the three provinces of the region of
the Basque Country (2.2 million inhabitants) in Spain. Lorenz and
Icaran (2022) conduct a research based on qualitative methods to
explore the structural characteristics of the economy, demography,
and social issues and its impact on young people between 18 and 30
years of age in Barakaldo. They are the cohort of the population that
experience the strongest effects of the economic downturns in the
city in terms of higher unemployment rates, struggles in accessing
housing and other related social inequalities, especially after the
financial crisis of 2008. In the housing domain, the research found
that the desired position of the young people in Barakaldo would be
to have their own house, either from the private or public housing
market, as renting prices are higher than the mortgage monthly
payments. The strategy for evolving from the current position to
the desired one, relies in achieving a good economic position (i.e.,
a good job position, stable and well paid) that enables them to save
enough money or to get funding to buy and maintain a house and
a mortgage. However, many of them still live in the family house,
in a rented house or have not thought to live by their own yet
due to the high unemployment rates of young people and a public
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FIGURE 1

The co-creation process for a Reflexive Policy Agenda (RPA) in Barakaldo. Source: Own elaboration.

social housing stock, which, although much more affordable than
the private sector, is insufficient to meet their housing demand.

The co-creation process in Barakaldo sought to give young
people a real voice in local policy making by setting up a co-creative
process to produce a reflexive policy agenda (RPA) for improving
local housing policies and by developing a dialogue between young
people and local authorities in Barakaldo. The process itself is not
only a way to achieve a better reflexive policy agenda that can be
put into action more easily, but it is also a way to understand
how participatory processes involving youth can give them the
chance to transform the formal resources at their disposal into real
opportunities through the improvement of their abilities.

The co-creation process in Barakaldo departs from the two
different theoretical influences and frameworks described above:
the capability approach and co-creation and youth participation
in policymaking.

The process entails a collective discussion regarding the issue
(housing related inequalities and challenges for the young people
in Barakaldo) and designing strategies and actions to tackle it.
All of this produced collective knowledge with which to define a
Reflexive Policy Agenda (RPA) for improving Barakaldo’s housing
policy. This collective discussion involved four main types of
actors (researchers that act as facilitators decisionmakers and young
people). Each bringing different but equally valuable knowledge. As
shown in Figure 1, participation took place in the interplay of three
spaces: The Youth Board (YB), which focused on the dialogue with
young people, Social Lab (SL), which concentrated on the dialogue
with decision makers and Batera, which merged the YB and the SL,
focusing on the collaboration between the two groups. The process
followed a co-generative model based on the cyclical iteration of
the YB, the SL and Batera and was built following a traditional
policymaking process from problem definition to the analysis of
options and development of policy solutions.

The result of the co-creation process was a reflexive policy
agenda (RPA) targeted at the local housing policy, where the
participants co-created an action plan for its improvement. The
co-creation process continuously sought to increase the knowledge
and skills of the young participants, with the facilitators being
responsible for fostering the conditions in which the participants
could reflect, decide, and take action. In order to encourage
them to take action, the facilitators nourished the process with
the theoretical knowledge they generated, together with other
researchers of the project when analyzing urban inequalities
through the CA (UPLIFT, 2021), as well as the knowledge, insights,
and opinions of the young people concerning their experiences and
life difficulties.

The CA provided an analytical tool to grasp better the urban
housing inequality the young participants were experiencing and
a framework to understand how the process influenced young
people’s individual abilities. The framework helped to gain insight
into the relationship between the formal freedom of choices that
young people had in Barakaldo, such as formal policies, plans,
programs, and laws regarding housing in Barakaldo, the real choice
young people actually had to make use of these formal spaces
(capabilities), and the final outcomes they were experiencing in
housing (functionings). The young participants showed they were
vulnerable in the housing domain as their desired situation in
housing did not match their current situation. In other words,
although the overall desired functioning was to have their own
accommodation, either rented or bought, the achieved outcome
was that they were either living in shared accommodation or were
not yet emancipated.

Through co-creation techniques, the young people became
involved in the first phases of the policy-making process
(defining the problem—diagnosis and focus, and formulating
the policy—solution design) in the field of urban housing.
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The subsequent phases were policy implementation and
policy evaluation.

As explained in the theoretical framework, youth participation
in policymaking can potentially have a positive effect at both an
individual level and a broader one. Barakaldo’s co-creation process
focused on understanding what individual benefits or individual
conversion factors framed on CA terms the young people gained by
helping co-create a reflexive policy agenda. The Table 2 summarizes
the core concepts explored regarding the individual conversion
factors and the items applied for measuring them.

All the items shown in the Table 2 can help ascertain whether
participation in co-creation processes, such as the one presented in
the case study, can benefit young people so that they are able to
use the formal resources available in their city to achieve a better
position in different life domains. Therefore, framed in terms of
the CA, the co-creation process aims to enhance young people’s
capabilities and real freedoms (life opportunities) by improving
their individual conversion factors in terms of greater knowledge
and skills.

5. Results

The survey was designed including questions on the items for
assessing the skills and knowledge; and the behaviors and attitudes
shown in Table 2. The analysis of the data collected through the
survey are summarized in this section.

As it can be seen in Table 3, young individuals believe that
participating in the UPLIFT co-creation process increases their
knowledge and skills on the housing and policymaking topic
(average score ranks higher than 3 almost in all the items
before and after the participation in the process, on a scale
from 1—no extent to 4—great extent). However, their answers
change after the participation in the process: the knowledge on
some topics increases and others decrease in relation to their
initial belief of what the process could bring them in terms of
knowledge and skills. The knowledge on topics related to the
organizations working on housing in the city, the organizations to
be addressed for advice in housing, the housing topic in Barakaldo,
the policymaking process and how to widen one’s social network
increase after having participated in the process. Nevertheless,
direct knowledge on how to improve one own’s housing situation
decreases after having participated in the process: how to find better
housing conditions, including affordable opportunities or funding
programs for improving access to housing.

These patterns suggest that those that were participating from
the beginning to the end got more intense knowledge on the topics
that were addressed throughout the process.

Concerning attitudes and behaviors, as seen in Table 4, the
young people believed they had gained some positive attitudes
toward civic participation, such as feeling more prepared to give
a presentation to someone they do not know, to express their
views to policymakers, to find out how they could participate in
policymaking in Barakaldo and influence decision-making within
the scope of the UPLIFT project, Social Lab, and the Youth Board.
Nevertheless, the process showed no change in civic participatory
behaviors in fields other than housing, like increasing dialogue with T

A
B
L
E
3

H
o
w

p
a
rt
ic
ip
a
ti
n
g
in

U
P
L
IF
T
a
�
e
c
te
d
th
e
y
o
u
n
g
in
d
iv
id
u
a
ls
’k

n
o
w
le
d
g
e
a
n
d
sk
il
ls
.

K
n
o
w
le
d
g
e

a
b
o
u
t
th
e

fo
ll
o
w
in
g

T
h
e

o
rg
a
n
i-

z
a
ti
o
n
s

w
o
rk
in
g

in
h
o
u
si
n
g

W
h
ic
h

o
rg
a
n
iz
a
ti
o
n

to
g
o
to

fo
r

h
o
u
si
n
g

a
d
v
ic
e

H
o
w
to

h
e
lp

to
m
a
k
e
a

d
i�
e
re
n
c
e

o
r
a

c
h
a
n
g
e

fo
r

B
a
ra
k
a
ld
o
’s

y
o
u
th

a
n
d

th
e
c
it
y

H
o
w

to
w
id
e
n

y
o
u
r

so
c
ia
l

n
e
tw

o
rk

T
h
e
h
o
u
si
n
g

o
p
p
o
r-

tu
n
it
ie
s

a
v
a
il
a
b
le

to
m
e
in

B
a
ra
k
a
ld
o

P
o
li
c
y
-

m
a
k
in
g

in
B
a
ra
k
a
ld
o

H
o
u
si
n
g

in
B
a
ra
k
a
ld
o

H
o
w

to
fi
n
d

b
e
tt
e
r

h
o
u
si
n
g

c
o
n
d
it
io
n
s

H
o
w

to
fi
n
d

su
p
p
o
rt

p
ro
g
ra
m
m
e
s

to
h
e
lp

m
e

a
c
c
e
ss

se
c
u
re

h
o
u
si
n
g

H
o
w

to
c
o
n
n
e
c
t

m
o
re

w
it
h

th
e
lo
c
a
l

c
o
m
m
u
n
it
y

n
e
tw

o
rk

H
o
w

to
fi
n
d

a
�
o
rd
a
b
le

o
p
p
o
r-

tu
n
it
ie
s
in

th
e

h
o
u
si
n
g

m
a
rk
e
t

T
ot
al

sa
m
pl
e

N
=

9

P
re
-s
ur
ve
y

(n
=

9)
3.
33

3.
44

3.
56

3.
29

3.
43

3.
22

3.
44

3.
12

3.
62

3.
56

3.
29

P
os
t-
su
rv
ey

(n
=

9)
3.
78

3.
78

3.
88

3.
56

3.
67

3.
44

3.
44

3.
00

3.
44

3.
38

2.
78

V
ar
ia
ti
on

(%
)

13
.3
%

9.
7%

9.
0%

8.
2%

6.
9%

6.
9%

0.
0%

−
4.
0%

−
5.
0%

−
5.
1%

−
15
.5
%

Sa
m
pl
e
w
.

re
cu
rr
in
g

re
sp
on

se
s

N
=

5

V
ar
ia
ti
on

(%
)

26
.0
%

6.
0%

11
.7
%

41
.0
%

31
.0
%

36
.0
%

7.
7%

−
2.
0%

−
9.
0%

−
6.
3%

−
10
.3
%

T
he

qu
es
ti
on

po
se
d
to

yo
un

g
pe
op

le
:“
B
el
ow

ar
e
so
m
e
m
or
e
st
at
em

en
ts
ab
ou

ty
ou

r
pa
rt
ic
ip
at
io
n
in

th
e
U
P
L
IF
T
pr
oj
ec
t.
O
n
a
sc
al
e
fr
om

1—
n
o
ex
te
n
tt
o
4—

gr
ea
te
xt
en
t,
to

w
ha
te
xt
en
td

o
yo
u
be
lie
ve

th
e
fo
llo

w
in
g
st
at
em

en
ts
to

be
tr
ue
”.

So
ur
ce
:O

w
n
el
ab
or
at
io
n
.

Frontiers in SustainableCities 08 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsc.2023.1098313
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-cities
https://www.frontiersin.org


L
o
re
n
z

1
0
.3
3
8
9
/frsc

.2
0
2
3
.1
0
9
8
3
1
3

TABLE 4 How participating in UPLIFT a�ected the young individuals’ attitudes and behaviors (participatory behavior and socio-political skills).

About your participation in the UPLIFT project, to what extent do you believe the following statements to be true?

Participatory
behavior and civic

participation

I have given a
presentation to a
group of people
I do not know

There are plenty
of ways for

young people
like me to have a
say in what our
city government

does

I have spoken to
practitioners in
Barakaldo about

issues that I want to
improve in
Barakaldo ‘s
housing

The Social Lab
decides on some
really important

matters

The Youth
Board

decides on
some really
important
matters

Youth have a
say in what
happens in
Barakaldo

I have spoken to
other young
people about
issues I want to

improve in
Barakaldo

Total sample Pre-survey 3.12 3.25 3.50 3.50 3.75 3.25 3.88

Post-survey 3.67 3.67 3.78 3.75 3.75 3.22 3.56

Variation (%) 17.3% 12.8% 7.9% 7.1% 0.0% −0.9% −8.2%

Sample w.
recurring
responses N =

5

Variation (%) 116.0% 26.0% 57.7% 3.3% 3.3% −8.7% −9.0%

General
socio-political
skills/more

confidence and
assertiveness

I am often a
group leader

I can usually
figure out how
to make an adult
see my point of

view.

I know how city
rules and policies

are made

I have quite a good
understanding of

how housing policy
works

If I want to
solve a

problem. I
know how to
gather data

If I want to solve a problem in
my city. I can work e�ectively

with other young people

Total sample Pre-survey 2.38 2.75 2.78 2.88 3.25 3.33

Post-survey 2.89 3.33 3.33 3.22 3.56 3.33

Variation (%) 21.6% 21.2% 20.0% 12.1% 9.4% 0.0%

Sample w.
recurring
responses N =

5

Variation (%) 95.3% 48.7% 41.0% 52.0% 26.0% 16.0%

A scale from 1—no extent to 4—great extent.

Source: Own elaboration.
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TABLE 5 How participating in UPLIFT a�ected the young individuals’ attitudes and behaviors (motivation to influence one’s community/for planning

and community involvement).

Increased
enthusiasm for
planning and
community
involvement

Young people
should work to
improve our city
even if we cannot
always make the
changes we want

I want to have as
much say as
possible in

making decisions
in housing issues

I want to have as
much say as
possible in

making decisions
in my city

It is important for
young people to try
to improve our city
even if we cannot
always make the
changes, we want

Total sample Pre-survey 3.67 3.67 4.00 3.89

Post-survey 3.75 3.50 3.75 3.50

Variation (%) 2.3% −4.5% −6.3% −10.0%

Sample w. recurring
responses N = 5

Variation (%) 17.0% 9.7% −2.0% −2.0%

On a scale from 1—strongly disagree to 4—strongly agree, the question posed was “How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements about youth participation?”

Source: Own elaboration.

other young people on the issues to improve in the city or believing
that young people have a say in what happens in the city.

The attitude toward policy has positively changed with
respondents demonstrating they were better equipped to
understand and participate effectively in co-creative policymaking.
They also felt more confident taking on a leading role,
communicating their point of view to adults, knowing how
to get involved in co-creative policymaking, and have gained
insight into the housing policy of Barakaldo.

Recurring responses showed that the participants in the whole
process have gained more positive attitudes toward collaborating
in policymaking.

In general, as it is shown in Table 5, the young people’s attitudes
and behaviors toward influencing one’s community presented a
negative pattern, meaning that their expectations about influencing
Barakaldo’s housing policies through the co-creation process were
higher in the beginning than after the process. While the young
people had overall positive attitudes toward decision-making in
housing (the topic tackled by UPLIFT), this was not the case
regarding other planning or community planning initiatives that do
not lead to changes. Nonetheless, they seemed keen to collaborate
in such processes that lead to changes, even the ones they did not
necessarily like.

6. Discussion and concluding remarks

6.1. Discussion

Our results support other findings that co-creative processes
can be associated with, and possibly a precursor to, positive
behavior and attitude changes of the young participants toward
participation (Head, 2011; Ozer and Douglas, 2013), increased
interest for influencing community (Frank, 2006; Head, 2011)
and confidence and assertiveness (Frank, 2006) and increased in
socio-political skills (Ozer and Douglas, 2013).

Co-creative processes as empowering and learning processes
can be constructed. The following discussion is built around
the following question: what elements should the co-creative
policymaking processes consider for influencing positively the
young individuals?

The author here proposes three elements of the process that can
be considered key in order to enable that young people increase

their knowledge about the policy problem tackled, as well as their
attitudes and behaviors toward policymaking.

First, the author suggests that supporting young people to

express their more intimate experiences, insights, and opinions
by building spaces where they find free and safe to express
themselves has been a core element in the process. To the

extent that they feel that their contribution improves both
the understanding and the result of the policymaking process
(Checkoway et al., 1995; Blakeslee and Walker, 2018); the more

meaningful their participation will be for them. To find their
participation meaningful is, according to Vromen and Collin
(2010) and Head (2011), one of the main reasons for youngsters
to engage in policymaking.

The author also found that these spaces must become places to
have fun and build trusting relationships with other participants,

so that it is easier for them to open up and give insights on
their own experiences and concerns, especially when it comes
to vulnerable young people. To open up and give insights, it is

recommended that resources and means are provided to support
them in communicating their insights to other young people and
adults involved in the process. This can generate on them the

feeling that are influencing the process, which as suggested by Head
(2011) and Vromen and Collin (2010) can make the difference in

the success of a co-creation process.
Second, for the co-creation process to become learning

processes for the young participants, it is needed to embed
theoretical and practical contents on the issue tackled as:
policymaking and the wider socioeconomic context (Egdell and
McQuaid, 2016). These learnings, if directed toward enhancing

their individual conversion factors, are crucial for bridging between

means, freedoms and personal outcomes (Kimhur, 2020).
As stated by Robeyns (2006) personal, social and environmental

conversion factors can support young participants on paving

their individual life strategies following the logic provided by
the CA (Kimhur, 2020). They can support young people on
understanding the formal material aids and legal rights they
can access (formal resources), and how to transform them
in possibilities to choose from (capabilities) and life choices
(functionings). As proposed by Egdell and McQuaid (2016), expert
knowledge on the topic tackled can raise ability to effectively
understand structural factors related to policymaking, the process
and the policy challenge. Evidence from the case study show
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how young participants enhanced their individual and social
conversion factors. For this purpose, the author recommends
that the process embeds practical and theoretical insights on
fields such as community and environment, including government
and community organizations; policy planning knowledge and
topical knowledge (Frank, 2006); and participatory governance
and how it works (Vromen and Collin, 2010). In the case
study such concepts were translated into contents that raised
the participant’s understanding and knowledge of the structural
factors that according to the CA influence their capabilities in
housing. The contents included presentations about the policy cycle
(problem definition, implementation, design, evaluation...), how
city government works, urban policy instruments and policy or
stakeholder mapping.

Young people in policymaking not only learn from the
theoretical and practical knowledge that is embedded in the
process, but also from the interaction with other participants. In the
light of the case study, it is observed that as suggested by Voorberg
et al. (2015) young participants enhance their knowledge on the
main topic addressed by the process due to the competences that
other participants have on policymaking and housing. By sharing
and exchanging the resources and competences of each participant
on housing and personal experiences, all the participants have
gained valuable insights on the topic and policymaking. From the
lenses of the CA, this leads to a knowledge increase to understand
the existing resources and possibilities in housing.

Third, young participants can be supported in developing
positive attitudes toward participation in policymaking and
increasing their enthusiasm for participating in a community
initiative, which are key individual benefits associated to young
participation in policymaking (Checkoway et al., 1995; Frank, 2006;
Ozer and Douglas, 2013). Inspired by the different degrees of youth
participation studied in the theoretical framework, the author
recommends that young participants are continuously encouraged
to climbing up the steps of the ladder of participation. This means
working on turning them in process owners by encouraging them
to give opinion and to take relevant decisions on how to move
forward in the process, exploring in each step of the process how
to take a more relevant role on initiating the idea and making them
take more relevant decisions (Treseder, 1997). For making them
feel more assertive and confident, which is a potential benefit of
youth participation raised by Frank (2006) the author advises to
develop actions toward making them aware on how their insights
are used for policy improvement as it can raise their feeling of being
of value added for the process. Moreover, it is recommended that
these actions include fruitful discussions and debates that lead them
to realize how their insights influence policymaking, protect their
rights or have a direct impact on them, being those the rationales
identified by Head (2011) to underpin a greater involvement of
youth in matters that affect them directly.

6.2. Concluding remarks

This work has its limitations. First, the size and length of
the Barakaldo case study on co-creative policymaking presents
limitations on the number of vulnerable young people engaged
in the process, as well as in the scope of the data analysis it

provides. Thus, it shows limitations of direct generalization, but it
offers a more detailed analysis based on the case study which can
stimulate reflections on how local urban institutions can influence
the personal drivers for fighting against urban inequalities.

Second, even though the role of the facilitators is a key aspect
to drive these processes as empowering and learning processes, the
paper does not study this aspect. Thus, it is not the ambition of this
paper to deepen in the role that they can play to build and drive
these processes but rather to define the elements that in the light
of the results of the empirical study presented in this paper, can be
built across the process to consciously work toward an empowering
and learning process for the young participants. However, the
author acknowledges the role played by the facilitators in many
aspects that influence the process, one of them being the element of
reflexivity. Systematic reflection in every step of the process allowed
to continuously reflect on whether young people were heading
toward more knowledge and/or positive attitudes toward the topic;
and to adjust the process to include newmeans andmethods to seek
its objective.
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