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1 Introduction

Citizens’ decreasing interest in traditional, representative democracy is a worldwide

phenomenon, which calls for governments to create new forms of citizen engagement

in decision-making processes. Also, vulnerable groups of citizens are often left in the

margins in traditional democratic processes, which does not serve the ideal of

democracy where everyone has an equal opportunity to participate in decision-making.

As Rosanvallon and Goldhammer (2011: 179) have descriptively put it, “the interface

between government and society needs to be rethought.” Citizens’ interest in

influencing decisions and improving their living environment has not disappeared, but

the means to do so have changed. To maintain legitimate and inclusive democratic

processes, governments have had to adjust to these changes and will have to constantly

do so in the future. The goals of citizen participation in democracy often revolve

around enhancing credibility and transparency in governance, decentralizing

decision-making and redefining power structures. Citizen participation does not

automatically guarantee a better democracy, but when designed and implemented

carefully, a citizen participation program can give an opportunity for the groups often

left out from politics to impact decision making in the society (Buss, Guo & Redburn,

2006).

Over the past few decades, there has been a strong emergence of digital platforms that

allow citizens to contribute directly to decision-making processes. Online services

such as political discussion forums, e-petitioning platforms and other forms of digital

democracy have established their places in modern societies. Digitalization in

societies has found its way into governing practices as well, and digital platforms have

been seen as a potential tool to increase citizen engagement by lowering the threshold

for participation (Hague & Loader, 1999). However, digitality is not a solution that

fixes all contemporary issues with citizen participation, but it can be used as a tool in

trying to create more inclusive democracy. In this study, I will examine the City of

Helsinki’s recent attempt to increase citizen participation with a participatory

budgeting program called OmaStadi, that is based on a digital platform.
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Participatory budgeting, which is a decision-making process through which citizens

deliberate and negotiate over the allocation of public resources, is nowadays a

common form of citizen participation. In a participatory budgeting program citizens

get to influence decision-making directly and gain more insights on the use of public

funds. Participatory budgeting can serve as a tool for educating citizens about

decision-making processes and strengthening their demand for good governance

(Shah, 2007). Participatory budgeting programs are implemented by, for example,

cities, states and organizations who want to decentralize decision making and increase

citizen engagement in local affairs. There are various options for governments to

implement participatory budgeting, because it consists of a wide range of methods,

including for instance public hearings and digital platforms.

1.1 The Finnish context
From the 1950’s, the Finnish government has regularly made law changes to unify the

governing practices of cities and municipalities. Since 1995 the Finnish municipal law

does not separate cities and municipalities from each other, only “municipality” is

recognized as an entity and any municipality is allowed to call itself a city. The

responsibilities and rights for all municipalities are the same, cities do not have any

type of special position in the municipal governing system anymore. Local

governments in Finland have gone through significant changes in the twenty-first

century, including municipal mergers and a large reform of social and health care

services. The number of new tasks that municipalities have had to take responsibility

for has more than doubled within the past 30 years. The municipalities constantly

balance between demands and wishes from the state and the citizens (Vaattovaara,

Joutsiniemi, Airaksinen & Wilenius, 2021). The ongoing changes have made

municipal governing more complicated, which can be off-putting for citizens, because

the decision-making processes are sometimes difficult to follow and understand.

In city regions, the planning practices have started to shift towards regional planning

and municipalities’ cooperation, instead of each municipality only focusing on their

own plans. The cooperation between municipalities sometimes leads to situations

where different interests clash. Issues with municipal democracy and citizen

participation can appear, when the wishes of elected municipal council representatives
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and the benefits for the whole region are not aligned. The challenges with formal

larger scale planning have led to development where informal means of planning have

become more common in the planning of city regions. As an alternative for traditional

comprehensive planning, strategic planning and a wide variety of planning networks

and partnerships have gained a significant role in Finnish city planning (Bäcklund,

Häkli & Schulman, 2017). The role of citizens influence in these changing forms of

planning is not always clear, which is another reason for the need to re-think citizen

participation in Finnish municipalities.

Finland’s Ministry of Finance’s (2017) report concerning municipalities' scenarios

and visions for 2030 also mentions the necessity of new forms of citizen participation,

because models relying on traditional representative democracy will not serve the

needs of the citizens in the future. The report predicts that motives for participation

will be more related to an individual’s personal life and interests than to government

and society. This can cause challenges for municipalities in ensuring that a wide base

of citizens, not only the most active ones, keep up with democratic processes. Several

Finnish municipalities have started to experiment with participatory budgeting

programs as one way of trying to answer the demand for new forms of participation.

By 2019, approximately twenty participatory budgeting projects had been

implemented in Finland. These are mostly concentrated in cities, such as Helsinki,

Tampere and Lahti, but also smaller municipalities, such as Pieksämäki and

Pudasjärvi have had their own projects (Ahonen & Rask, 2019).

In 2017, the City of Helsinki decided to implement a new participation and interaction

model. The decision was part of a larger project, the City of Helsinki’s new strategy

for 2017-2021, which included a goal of making Helsinki the most functional city in

the world. In the strategy, the city’s functionality is based on equality, strong social

cohesion and operations based on openness and participation (Kaupunginhallitus,

2017). Citizen participation had been part of the city's operations also previously, but

after the reform the city made a larger effort to make goals and guidelines for their

participation policies and to make participation opportunities more approachable for

the citizens. The most significant outcome of the new participation and interaction

model was the launch of a new participatory budgeting program OmaStadi, which

aims to get citizens more involved in developing Helsinki together with the city
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officials. Each major district in Helsinki has its own borough liaison (stadiluotsi), a

city official who serves as a link between the citizens and the City of Helsinki and, for

example, informs citizens about participation opportunities. Since the creation of

OmaStadi, the borough liaisons have had an essential role in developing the program

and helping citizens to take part in it (City of Helsinki, 2020). The OmaStadi

participatory budgeting program is relatively new, which makes it an interesting topic

to study, but since citizens have been able to participate in it twice by now, there are

already enough experiences from it for me to examine in this research. This study

focuses on the opinions and experiences of citizens who have actively used OmaStadi

in trying to impact decision making locally and aims to identify what could be

improved in the OmaStadi process from the citizens’ point of view.

1.2 Principles of OmaStadi
OmaStadi is the City of Helsinki’s participatory budgeting program that was

implemented for the first time in 2018-2019 with a budget of 4,4 million euros and the

second time in 2020-2021 with a doubled budget, 8,8 million euros. The funds are

divided between seven major districts in Helsinki, based on the number of residents in

the area. However, 20% of the budget is reserved for proposals concerning the entire

Helsinki. The areas and funds allocated to them are visualized in picture 1. The process

consists of four stages: brainstorming, co-creation, voting and implementation (City of

Helsinki, 2022a). The OmaStadi service has been created with Decidim, which is a

free open-source participatory democracy platform used by cities and organizations. In

addition to Helsinki, for example the City of Barcelona, the City of New York and

several other major cities are using participatory democracy tools based on a Decidim

platform (Decidim, 2021). The OmaStadi platform allows citizens to, for example,

submit, comment on and vote for ideas, follow the advancement of the OmaStadi

round and find information about the budgets and how the program works.
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Picture 1. Districts and appropriations on the 2020-2021 OmaStadi round. City of Helsinki 2022a.

On the first stage citizens can submit their ideas on the OmaStadi platform. The city

evaluates whether the ideas are possible to implement within OmaStadi’s limits and

those that are applicable continue to the co-creation stage. In the co-creation

workshops citizens can develop their ideas together with the city’s experts and other

citizens. Similar ideas can also be combined. After the ideas have been polished to

final proposals, the city makes a budget for each proposal and those will proceed to the

third stage, which is voting. All residents of Helsinki from the age of 12 are allowed to

vote in OmaStadi. Each voter gets to vote for proposals from one area of their choice

and also for proposals concerning the entire Helsinki. The proposals that receive the

most votes and fit the overall budget of the area will continue to the implementation

stage. The citizens who submitted the winning proposals can attend workshops to

discuss their proposal’s details with the city’s experts. Finally, the City of Helsinki

implements the winning proposals, and the stages of the implementation process are

updated on the OmaStadi platform (City of Helsinki, 2022a).
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Citizens can be creative with their ideas, because the ideas can be connected to any of

the city’s operations. However, there are criteria that the ideas must meet to be able to

continue to the next stages of the OmaStadi process. For example, the ideas must be

within the city’s power to implement, they cannot be against the Finnish law or the

city’s strategy and values, they cannot contradict with the city’s other decisions and

the minimum budget for a single proposal is 35 000 euros and the maximum is 50% of

the overall budget allocated to the district. Also, the City of Helsinki’s participatory

budgeting is meant to fund fixed term operations and services, so for example

permanent staff or events that continue long term are outside the criteria (City of

Helsinki, 2022a). On the 2020-2021 OmaStadi round, 47 064 residents of Helsinki

cast their votes, which makes the voting percentage 8,1 (Kaupunginkanslia, 2021).

The citizens could choose from 396 different proposals, of which 75 will continue to

the implementation stage (City of Helsinki, 2022b).

A few changes have been made to the OmaStadi platform and its features between the

2018-2019 and the 2020-2021 rounds. For a voter, the most visible change was that on

the first round it was possible to change your votes anytime during the voting stage,

but on the second one the votes were final once they had been submitted. Another

change in the voting was that on the second round, anyone could follow the general

voting situation, but the votes were not visible on a proposals page during voting.

These changes were made to guide citizens to vote for the proposals they truly want to

see implemented and not to focus too much on the votes that a proposal already has

and the proposal’s possibilities of being implemented. The categories where proposals

are put were also made clearer for the second round. On the 2020-2021 round there

were eight categories: culture, environmental friendliness, learning and skills, health

and well-being, sports and outdoor recreation, community spirit, built environment

and parks and nature. What should also be noted is that the first OmaStadi round was

executed before and the second one during the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic

caused some practical changes in the process, for example, the co-creation workshops

had to be held remotely. It is also likely that restrictions and people’s will to avoid

crowds and public places due to the pandemic has affected other areas of the process,

such as physical campaigns.
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In this study, when using the word OmaStadi I refer to the City of Helsinki’s

participatory budgeting program in general. When referring specifically to the digital

platform, through which the citizens’ ideas are submitted, discussed and voted for, I

use the term OmaStadi platform. The OmaStadi process on its part refers to the whole

process that citizens go through to get their ideas implemented, including for example

planning the proposal, submitting it on the OmaStadi platform and campaigning and

voting for it. In addition to activities on the online platform, the OmaStadi process

includes activities in the physical world, such as campaigning events and meetings.

1.3 Objectives and research questions
OmaStadi and its success have been highly praised by the city officials. News on the

city’s website present OmaStadi mostly in a very positive light. As an example, the

following quote is from OmaStadi’s project manager Kirsi Verkka, published on a

news article by Kaupunginkanslia (2021) about the 2020-2021 OmaStadi voting.

“In this autumn's vote, it was found that voters were on the move in large numbers,

especially in promoting the affairs of their own district. Many proposals concerning

the whole of Helsinki also received votes. It seems that OmaStadi has become familiar

to many people and, through that, they can already participate smoothly in joint

development.”

Having read previous studies about OmaStadi that also present a critical viewpoint

towards the project, a few expressions in this quote caught my attention. First, whether

voters were on the move in large numbers or not, is subjective. According to the City

of Helsinki, a voting percentage around eight is a good result when comparing with

participatory budgeting projects around the world (STT, 2019). However, from a

citizen’s point of view, a democracy where only 8 percent of the population makes

decisions sounds alarming. Also, only considering numbers of votes as an indicator of

democratic success is problematic, because it dismisses other important factors, such

as the distribution of votes between areas and demographic groups. The statement that

OmaStadi seems to be familiar to many people and that they can participate smoothly

in joint development also raises questions. Is it familiar and smooth for all residents of

Helsinki, or just for those 8,1 percent who voted? How is it for those who are not

familiar with the language or digital services?
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Verkka’s quote is not one of a kind. Many similar statements and news can be found

on the city’s website. Having examined how the city describes OmaStadi and what

kind of critique previous studies have presented towards it, I became interested in the

citizens’ side of the OmaStadi process. It is understandable that the city wants to

present OmaStadi in a very positive light, because they want citizens to get interested

and take part in it. However, I think citizens’ trust in the process could be increased by

openly admitting that there still are areas that could be improved in OmaStadi and

asking for more citizens’ feedback would make communication from the city’s side

even better. The aim of this work is not to create conflict between the city officials and

the citizens, but to understand more about the citizens’ perspective and what could be

improved in the city’s participatory budgeting program from their point of view.

Based on previous studies about OmaStadi and urban and digital democracy, I assume

that there are differences in popularity between themes and areas in the voting and that

some groups of people participate more actively than others. I find it important to

examine the reasons behind these differences and how they manifest themselves in the

OmaStadi process, because it helps to understand where the process can be improved

so that it would encourage a larger number of citizens to participate in it. The research

methods that I use are semi-structured interviews, participatory observations and

social media observations. The results of this research could be used to improve

OmaStadi’s usability from the citizens’ point of view and its potential to include the

voices of different groups of people in decision-making.

I will approach these issues with the following research questions:

1. How do active citizens feel about OmaStadi and their opportunities to

impact decision making through it?

2. What is the role of locality and communities in the OmaStadi process?

3. Why are some themes and groups of people less represented in

OmaStadi than others?
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2 Existing literature

To form a wider understanding of my research topic, I have familiarized myself with

studies related to OmaStadi and the questions I am aiming to answer in this study.

Reading previous research about OmaStadi has been important, both for gaining

knowledge about the topic but also to examine which aspects have not been discussed

in previous studies and what could my research bring to the discussion. Democracy,

citizen participation and digitality are some of the main elements in this research,

which is why I have decided to present specifically these themes in the following

chapter.

2.1 Previous studies about OmaStadi
Before the most recent 2020-2021 OmaStadi round, the process has been executed

once before, in 2018-2019. Therefore, some research has been done on the first

OmaStadi round. As the most relevant work for my research purposes, I would

consider Helsingin kaupungin osallistuvan budjetoinnin väliarviointi OmaStadi

2018–2019 by Rask, Ertiö, Ahonen and Tuominen (2019). This report examines for

example the successes of the OmaStadi process, but also points out places of

improvement, which should be considered on future OmaStadi rounds. According to

the report, some of the things that should be paid attention to in the future are the

transparency and clarity of the process and support for the engagement of

marginalized groups. Ertiö, Tuominen and Rask (2019) have also discussed the

blended participation model on the first OmaStadi round, where digital participation

and face-to-face events were combined in the process. The key message of this study is

that the face-to-face interactions are an important addition to the process that happens

mostly on a digital platform, because these interactions have been a good way to

engage marginalized actors in the process and generate more discussion between

citizens and city officials.

Several theses about OmaStadi have also been written previously. As a few examples

of those that I found useful for me to read, I would mention a master’s thesis by

Tommi Hautala, Helsingin osallistuva budjetointi alueiden sosioekonomisten erojen

toisintajana (2020) and a thesis by Belinda Barbato and Antti Sarpo, Osallisuutta

parhaimmillaan? Helsingin osallistuvan budjetoinnin tapahtumat osallisuuden
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kokemuksen vahvistajana (2020). The former examines how the number of proposals,

votes, budget and realized proposals are distributed between areas that are

socio-economically different, whereas the latter focuses on the citizens’ experiences

on inclusion in the OmaStadi process. In the latter one, the authors are also employees

of the City of Helsinki and have been involved in the OmaStadi process through their

work, so they offer interesting insights about how they tried to include all groups of

people in different phases of the 2018-2019 OmaStadi round. These studies contribute

to a discussion where the impacts of OmaStadi and possible issues with equality

between citizens in the participation process are examined, which is what my research

also does by presenting views from citizens themselves.

What is missing from the previous research about OmaStadi is a comprehensive view

of the citizens' opinions and about the process and how they would like it to be

developed during the future OmaStadi rounds. My research alone does not cover the

topic thoroughly, but it takes part in the discussion that aspires to do so. In my study,

the interviewed citizens had the chance to comment on the OmaStadi process

relatively freely, because the interview situations were very conversational and did not

have a strict structure that would have guided the interviewees to talk only about

certain predefined topics. My observations on OmaStadi related events and social

media discussions as part of the research also provided insights that have not been

addressed in previous studies about OmaStadi, including very concrete examples of

the citizens experiences of the OmaStadi process.

2.2 Democracy and citizen participation
Democracy is nowadays seen as the most appropriate system for governing in most

countries. However, defining what democracy means is not that simple. Vague

descriptions, such as “power of the people” are often used in various circumstances,

but the reality is much more complex. Voting and majority rule are some of the

characteristics associated with democratic communities. The majority vote is often

considered to represent “the people’s” will, but this idea leaves out many aspects, such

as who exactly are the people, are they a homogeneous and unanimous group and can

the opinions of the minority be completely dismissed only because they are a minority

(Rosanvallon & Goldhammer, 2011). The features of democratic government also
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vary in place and time, which on its part makes it difficult to define what is “good” or

“real” democracy. With the intention to clarify the term, democracy is often paired

with an adjective, for example, representative, deliberative, liberal or radical. When

discussing democracy, its context must be considered, and the definition of the term

adjusted accordingly.

In a democratic society, the governing bodies gain legitimacy for their operations and

decisions from the governed people and their will. Rosanvallon and Goldhammer

(2011) discuss how the idea of public management has shifted from administration to

governance. They define the former as management based on fixed rules, whereas the

latter refers to a more flexible system including interaction with the public and

decision-making processes, instead of decisions being one-time events. The concept of

new public management (NPM) is influenced by the business world, looks at citizens

as sort of customers and calls for transparency and negotiation in public management.

Today’s governance is not only government’s decisions imposed on the citizens, but

constant interaction between decision makers and those who the decisions concern.

Rosanvallon and Goldhammer (2011) discuss the concept of proximity, which

describes this new type of relationship that citizens want to have with their leaders.

Citizens have become more conscious of the way they are governed, and everyone

wants their own personal situation to be considered in decision-making.

Nowadays decision-making is not seen as something exclusively reserved for the

political elite, but something in which all citizens should have an opportunity to

participate. Instead of only operating through formal institutions, governments are

inventing more flexible and direct ways of communicating with people and including

them in decision-making processes. The origins of the term participatory democracy

date to the American student protests in the 1960s, where students demanded reforms

to the political system. Their main ideas were that democracy should be rooted in civil

society rather than the state, power should be decentralized, and citizens should be

able to express their wishes directly. However, the 1990s are more known as the era

when citizen participation projects became popular in many countries. Initiatives such

as neighborhood committees, public forums, public opinion surveys and participatory

budgeting were first attempted back then in many places (Rosanvallon & Goldhammer,

2011). In the twenty-first century the rise of technological innovation has extended the
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sphere of citizen participation to digital environments, such as online discussion

forums and digital voting platforms.

Fung (2004) has examined participatory democracy as a way of reinventing urban

democracy. His study focuses on Chicago, that has been notorious for machine politics

and corruption, but where city officials have decided to get local communities

involved in projects aiming to prevent crime and make the city safer. The projects have

involved different actors, such as the police, schools, residents and community groups

and the outcomes have been positive. In addition to safer streets, cooperation between

officials and residents has also led to improvements in the city’s schools. The benefits

that Chicago’s experiments have produced are relatively short-term changes, but

according to Fung, properly designed and implemented participatory instruments can

generate innovative problem-solving and make organizations fairer and more effective

also in the long run. A more recent study by Baiocchi and Ganuza (2016) approaches

participatory democracy critically, evaluating the benefits of local participation. They

argue that participatory instruments have become more focused on the formation of

public opinion rather than influencing actual reform. As other scholars have noted as

well, implementing a citizen participation program does not automatically lead to

social change or a more democratic society, but it requires careful planning depending

on the context and the goals of the program.

Participatory budgeting was developed in Brazil in the 1980s. At the time it was a way

for the governing workers’ party to distinguish itself from the old way of governing in

Brazil, which had traces from the former military regime. The first participatory

budgeting program was implemented in the city of Porto Alegre in 1989 (Bruce, 2004).

From Porto Alegre participatory budgeting spread to other parts of Brazil, and then

gradually all over the world. Shah (2007) gives an overview of participatory budgeting

in different continents in the form of case studies in his book Participatory Budgeting.

Plenty of studies have been made about participatory budgeting in the United States,

especially in New York and Chicago, which have been the forerunners of participatory

budgeting experiments in the United States. Lerner (2014) and Gilman (2016) both

provide examples of positive outcomes of participatory budgeting programs in these

cities, but also present critical viewpoints and explain how the programs were

implemented and why. Even though New York and Chicago are very different cities
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from Helsinki, for example when it comes to population and level of inequality, some

of the findings in these studies are still applicable to Helsinki’s context as well.

2.3 Digital tools for citizen engagement

Digital democracy is a relatively new phenomenon, but research about it has been

done already for a few decades. Hague and Loader (1999) provide a comprehensive

overview of the basics of digital democracy. Even though their book Digital

Democracy – Discourse and Decision Making in the Information Age was published

over 20 years ago, and technology has advanced significantly since then, many of the

arguments are still valid these days. The basics of how digital tools and the physical

world are interacting can be applied to today’s society as well. Hague and Loader raise

issues of accessibility of digital democracy into the conversation and even though

societies are thought to be highly digitalized these days, the same questions still

concern many groups of people, such as the elderly and the economically

disadvantaged.

Hacker and van Dijk (2000) have taken a critical approach on the outcomes that digital

democracy is expected to produce. One of the main issues they have identified is that it

is often assumed that digital democracy equals a more open and accessible form of

democracy. This assumption might be reasonable on a theoretical level, but not always

in practice. Hindman (2009) uses even stronger expressions to criticize digital

democracy in his book The Myth of Digital Democracy which already by its name

discloses his approach on the matter. He points out that the Internet is just like any

other political forum in the sense that it has many sides to it. For example, the Internet

has created new democratic participation opportunities for those who previously have

not had political power, but on the other hand, it also serves as one more platform for

those who already had power and helps them to gain even more audience and attention.

The infrastructure of the Internet often favors those who already have visibility, which

can be seen in for example content recommendations or the order in which search

engine results appear. Hindman has summarized this idea quite well by explaining that

there is a difference between speaking and being heard. Anyone can speak on the

Internet, but not everyone is being heard, which is what happens on many other

platforms as well.
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OECD’s report Promise and Problems of E-Democracy: Challenges of Online Citizen

Engagement (2003) points out many aspects of the theme still relevant today. One of

the key messages is that technology should be seen as a tool, not as a solution in

improving citizen engagement. Briefly, what they mean by this is that technology

enables governments to try new ways of citizen participation, but its use must be

planned carefully, and it should be used together with other participation practices.

Technology itself does not guarantee better citizen engagement, but it can be useful in

trying to achieve that. According to the report, it is also important to make sure the

target group of participants is aware of the online participation opportunities and that

groups with special needs get the assistance needed to be able to participate. The report

also includes examples of online participation from OECD countries, which provides

concrete examples of the use of online tools.

Among several other scholars, Smith and Martín (2021) have studied the digital

platforms that Madrid and Barcelona use for their participatory budgeting programs.

Their study questions the development related to the concepts of smart city and smart

citizenship, where citizens adjust to new forms of digitally shaped urban governance

implemented by city authorities and their corporate partners. According to Smith and

Martín, digital platforms for citizen participation on the other hand give power to the

citizens to influence the city’s development, instead of only being objects of it. They

use the term technopolitics to discuss ways of seeking more democratic forms of

digital development. I find that reading about the technological possibilities and

limitations of implementing digital tools for participatory democracy helps to

understand the planning processes of these tools and some decisions concerning them.

3 Central concepts and research approach

To get a more precise focus on the research, I chose a few concepts that I read more

about and which I use to interpret the results from my interviews and observations.

First, because the topic of this study concerns a city and citizens’ activities in it, I

found it important to discuss urban democracy and citizens activity in their

neighborhoods and local communities. Understanding these phenomena helps to

understand OmaStadi, how citizens use it and what are the research worthy qualities of

the OmaStadi process. Having read previous research about citizen participation, I
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noticed that issues with including vulnerable groups of people often occur in

democratic processes, which is why I wanted to take inclusion as one of the concepts

to focus on.

3.1 Urban democracy and locality
Bäcklund et al. (2017) discuss the phenomenon of how many people who do not

consider themselves politically active still engage in grassroot level activities, such as

neighborhood organizations or other local communities. Generally, the interest in

influencing decisions is shifting from a larger to smaller scale. For some, influencing

through states and governments can seem to be far away from one’s everyday life, but

participating in activities through their own social circles and local groups can be a

more approachable way of having an impact on the surrounding world. As the

Ministry of Finance (2017) also pointed out in their report, citizens’ motivations for

participating in decision-making will be more related to an individual’s personal life

and interests than they have been before.

While the interest in traditional ways of doing politics has decreased, other forms of

participation, such as different social movements and civic activism have gained more

attention. The fourth sector is a term used to describe the newest form of civic activism,

that does not organize itself through traditional citizen organizations or associations,

which are known as the third sector. Activities associated with the fourth sector

include, for example, short-term projects, social media groups, informal meeting

groups and local events that are organized by citizens themselves, without formal

institutions behind them. Descriptions like self-organizing and non-hierarchical are

typical for such activities (Bäcklund et al., 2017). Most areas in Helsinki have their

own third sector neighborhood organizations, of which many are very active.

Therefore, I assume that both third and fourth sector local activities are associated with

many of the successful OmaStadi proposals.

The idea of residents taking over the city and developing the environment to fit their

needs better seems to be the ideal in many discussions these days. Concepts portraying

this direction of development, such as guerrilla urbanism, diy-urbanism and

user-generated urbanism, come up in different forums. The issues related to these
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ideals are that the residents are not a homogeneous group, they do not necessarily want

the same things from their environment and some individuals or groups could be

completely excluded from the development process. Also, the assumption seems to be

that the residents who get to decide what to do with the common spaces would make

good and fair decisions and keep the common spaces open for everyone to use, which

might not always be the case. These are some of the reasons why formal planning from

the city’s side is still needed, it ensures that the plans have gone through a democratic

process and represent the needs of many, not just one person or group (Bäcklund et al.,

2017). There is no straightforward answer to what should be in the city government's

responsibility and where the power should be given to citizens. Both actors are needed

and the cooperation between them should be developed further to make urban

development as flexible and inclusive as possible.

One of the urban democratic aspects that I will consider in this study is whether

grassroot level decision-making truly makes the process more democratic. At first

glance, OmaStadi’s operating principle of letting citizens propose and vote for projects

in their area of choice seems very democratic, since it gives local people the power to

make decisions in their area. However, the local people are always a heterogeneous

group with differing ideas and wishes and some of them are in a more advantageous

position and more likely to get their voices heard than others. Purcell (2006) discusses

the concept of the local trap and argues against the tendency to assume the local scale

to be inherently more democratic than other scales. According to Purcell, it is

dangerous to make assumptions about any scales, because scales are not independent

entities, but socially constructed strategies. Therefore, any scale can lead to any

outcome, depending on the agenda of those empowered by a given scalar strategy.

One of my hypotheses in this study is that sense of community has an impact on how

actively citizens propose and vote for projects concerning their neighborhood in

OmaStadi. Tonkiss (2005) talks about three different ways of defining community.

The first one is based on locality, where communities are attached to a geographical

area, second one is a socialmodel, where communities are defined by social networks

and institutions and the third one is an affective model of community, which is based

on shared identities and interests. When talking about communities in this work, I refer

mainly to those based on locality, because that is the most relevant definition in this
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study’s context. I still do not rule out social or affective models of community, because

those are also represented in my interview and observation results, and these three

models can also overlap. I presume that in the OmaStadi process local communities

with a strong community spirit and neighborhoods where residents have a strong

attachment to the area can gather people together to work towards improving their

neighborhood more effectively than those without these qualities. However, I do not

want to make too strong assumptions about this topic, but rather analyze the

interviewed citizens’ views on the matter.

3.2 Inclusivity in deliberative and digital democracy
A simple definition for deliberation would be mutual communication, including

reflections on preferences, values and interests regarding matters of common concern.

Deliberative democracy for its part contains the idea that deliberation takes place in

settings of mutual respect and equal recognition, and that the participants of the

discussion have equal chances to express their opinions and decide on policies

together (Bächtiger, Dryzek, Mansbridge & Warren, 2018). Political decisions can

only be considered morally legitimate, if those who must adjust to them have had the

chance to influence their formation. Therefore, the norms of democracy call for

inclusion and political equality (Young, 2000). These are ideals towards which

democratic societies aim, but in practice, success in ensuring equal opportunities for

participation and the inclusion of all individuals in democratic decision making cannot

be taken for granted.

Inequality in power and resources frequently leads to outcomes, where some citizens

with formally equal rights to participate nevertheless have little or no real access to the

places and processes where they could influence decisions. Young (2000) separates

exclusion in political discussions and decision-making processes into internal and

external exclusion. With internal exclusion she refers to situations where different

types of people are present in the conversation, but there are issues hindering the

participation of some of them. For example, if the terms of discourse make

assumptions some do not share, the interaction privileges some styles of expression

over others or the participation of some people is dismissed as out of order, the

inclusion in these situations is very superficial. With external exclusion she means
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situations where some groups or individuals are completely kept out of

decision-making processes and discussions, or where some groups or individuals have

a dominative control over what is happening in these situations.

In addition to commonly noted disadvantages such as lack of education, social

networks or economical wealth, the things that keep someone from being included and

getting their voice heard in decision-making processes can be very small and mundane,

although some of them are also intertwined with socio-economic factors. Young (2000)

discusses the role of articulateness, the norms of speaking, in deliberative democracy.

The modes of expression typical of highly educated people are privileged over others

and therefore more powerful in political discussions. She also mentions that good

arguments are often expected to be presented in a calm and firm manner, which favors

certain types of people. Arguments presented with a more animated and passionate

manners of speaking, which often are associated with for example women, youth and

black people, can be dismissed as non-rational, not because of their content but

because of the way they are delivered. Personal features such as a manner of speaking

that differs from the norm in political discussion should not be seen as reasons to

dismiss someone’s opinions and their right to participate in decision-making. Young’s

examples consider mostly face-to-face interactions, but the same principles can also be

applied to written communication, which is used in digital deliberation platforms. In

written communication, the mode of expression and grammar can be some of the

factors that have an influence on how much the argument is valued.

Disadvantaged groups tend to be underrepresented in political forums. This can be

seen in, for example, voting rates lower than average and very little representation in

governing institutions. Deliberative settings also get easily dominated by more

privileged groups, such as those with education and skills to argue for their cause,

which is problematic from the standpoint of democracy (d’Entrèves, 2006).

Deliberative democracy is supposed to give a voice for those who are often in

marginalized positions, but this can be difficult to achieve and in worst case, a new

platform for decision making can strengthen the existing power structures. Rask et al.

(2019) mention in their report that also OmaStadi’s operating principles could be

improved when it comes to including marginalized groups. I find this to be an
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important aspect worth studying, which is why I want to examine the citizens’

experiences of the process and the role of their communities in it.

A typical characteristic of participatory websites is that the contribution levels are

unequally distributed, which means that most people who use the service contribute

very little, but a small minority contributes a lot. This active minority is often called

power users (Bright, Bermudez, Pilet & Soubiran, 2020). I consider my interviewees

in this research to be mostly power users on the OmaStadi platform. However, I find it

more appropriate to refer to them with a broader concept of “active OmaStadi users”,

because according to my interpretation, the definition of “power user” leaves out those

who have not participated actively in deliberation on the digital OmaStadi platform

itself, but who have rather been active in brainstorming for the ideas in real life or in

campaigning for the proposals physically or on social media.

4 Research materials and methods

In this study I use previous research and existing literature to place my work in a

human geographical context. I use these sources to create a dialogue between other

studies and my research results. To collect my own data, I have used three different

qualitative methods: semi-structured interviews, participatory observations and social

media observations. I found Flowerdew and Martin’s book Methods in Human

Geography: A guide for students doing a research project (2005) to be very helpful

when considering the practical and ethical sides of my research methods and their

execution. A more recent study Researching urban life through social media by

Moore and Rodgers (2020) also provided useful advice for the part of social media

observations. After collecting the data, I proceeded to go through the materials

carefully and look for topics that come up repeatedly, matters where interviewees

agree or disagree and other interesting findings that would help me to address my

research questions. This was done by listening to the interview recordings and reading

my notes about the interviews and observations several times, making new notes about

the most relevant parts and based on the notes starting to construct the chapters where

research results are presented.
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4.1 Interviews
To conduct the interviews, I have been working together with Dr. Yu-Shan Tseng

from Helsinki Institute of Urban and Regional Studies (Urbaria). Dr. Tseng is working

on a research project about urban bubbles in digital democracy and part of her project

is to interview active users of OmaStadi. I assisted her with some of the interviews by

translating between Finnish and English when necessary and simultaneously I was

able to collect information for my own research as well. The interviews were

conducted between September 2021 and November 2021. All interviews were

recorded, and the most relevant parts were transcribed. The parts of the interviews that

were in English were transcribed using an application, Otter.ai, and the parts in Finnish

were manually transcribed by me. In addition, I have written notes about the interview

situations. I will use quotes from the interviews in this paper and those that are

translated from Finnish are my own translations.

The interviewees were recruited by sending a message via e-mail or Facebook,

explaining briefly what the research is about and how the interviews would be

conducted. The messages were sent to many active OmaStadi users, including people

who campaigned for proposals on social media and authors of some of the OmaStadi

proposals that were either successful, differed from the other proposals or that had

raised discussion during the voting. The idea was to hear opinions from citizens who

have participated actively in different parts of the OmaStadi process, who represent

several different neighborhoods in Helsinki and whose proposals represent different

themes. The reason why I chose to interview only those that have been actively

involved in the OmaStadi process is that they have familiarized themselves with how

OmaStadi works and are able to give more insightful comments than those who only

have used the website for voting, for example. Also, I assumed that these citizens who

are actively trying to improve their neighborhood also know the area and community

well and can talk about their unique characteristics. The results interpreted from the

interviews cannot be generalized to represent all active OmaStadi users, but

considering the scope of this study, these interviews give an adequately diverse view

on the active citizens’ thoughts.
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By sending lots of messages around, we managed to get enough interviewees. For this

research I have used 7 interviews, where the interviewees’ proposals concern 4

different neighborhoods in Helsinki, which are Pihlajamäki, Laajasalo, Konepaja and

Arabianranta. The interviews were semi-structured. We had a list of interview

questions (see appendix 1) but in practice the interviews were very conversational. We

also modified the questions depending on the interviewee's role (proposal author,

campaigner etc.) and the interviewee’s own interests and what they wanted to talk

about more specifically. The aim with the questions was to understand why a specific

OmaStadi proposal was important to the interviewee, what their role was in the

proposing or campaigning process, how did they feel about the process and whether

they felt like some urban themes were less represented in OmaStadi than others. With

some interviewees the conversation was very fruitful and extended to wider questions

about the interviewee’s neighborhood, but generally our estimation of 30 minutes per

interview was realistic.

The interview data is anonymized by giving interviewees pseudonyms and not

disclosing other details from which they could be identified. The pseudonyms for

interviewees in this study have been chosen from a list of most common English first

names. All interviewees were informed about anonymization and what their answers

are used for. They were also asked if the interview could be recorded. The

interviewees represent some different ages, genders, areas of residence and

professions. Common features for all seven interviewees are that they are adults of

working age, speak Finnish fluently and besides being active OmaStadi users they all

currently contribute or have previously contributed to their community actively in

other ways as well. All the interviewees were actively involved in the 2018-2019

OmaStadi round and most of them also in the 2020-2021 round. Since the interviews

were conducted in September-November 2021, the interviewees’ comments concern

the first OmaStadi round as a whole and the second one until the voting stage. Some of

them were interviewed before the newest voting results were in and others after that,

and if this timing has any significant impact on their answers, it will be mentioned as

the results are represented.
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4.2 Participatory observations

The participatory observations took place in October 2021, including two OmaStadi

campaigning events in Itäkeskus and Herttoniemi and an exercise class for the elderly

in Pihlajamäki which was started as a result of a successful proposal in the 2018-2019

OmaStadi round. Participants in these situations were informed about the research that

was being conducted and their anonymity in its results. In addition to observing the

situations, I had short and informal conversations with the participants about what they

were doing at that moment and what their thoughts were about the situation and the

OmaStadi process. These discussions were not recorded, but I wrote down notes

immediately after the observed events.

The aim of the observations in the campaigning events was to see how the active

OmaStadi users do physical campaigning targeted at local people. I paid attention to

how they approached people, what campaign materials they had and how the overall

atmosphere at the events was. I also chose to go to the exercise class, because I found

out in one of the interviews that the class is very important for the local elderly people

and that making the proposal and campaigning for it had evoked strong feelings

among them. Therefore, I thought it was important to hear about this from the local

elderly themselves and to see the class in action. I also thought that it is interesting to

get the voice of the elderly in this study, since they are one of the groups that are often

assumed to be in a disadvantaged position when it comes to using digital services.

4.3 Social media observations
Scholars such as Moore and Rodgers (2020) consider social media platforms to be a

new extension to urban environments and the discussions had in these platforms

comparable to those on the streets and physical community meeting places. Many

active OmaStadi users posted about proposals and OmaStadi voting on social media,

which is why I decided to do social media observations as part of my research.

However, the social media observations serve mostly as an addition to the interviews

and participatory observations, which I consider to be the main methods in this

research. I used Mohawk, a tool for analyzing social media data, to identify that

Facebook was the most common platform for discussions about OmaStadi. This was

done by using “omastadi” and some of the most popular proposals’ names as
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keywords in the search and examining which social media platform offered the most

hits. Therefore, I focused mainly on posts and discussions about OmaStadi proposals

and voting on Facebook, but also examined a few Instagram, Twitter and discussion

forum posts.

My aim was to see how the active OmaStadi users do digital campaigning for the

proposals and what kind of attention these posts get. I focused on identifying which

proposals are actively talked about on social media, what kind of arguments are used

in the posts to convince others to vote for the proposals and what is the tone of the

comments and reactions these posts get. I listed some of the most interesting posts and

threads to a file, so I could go back to them later when discussing my findings in this

study. All the observed discussions were posted on public social media accounts,

pages and groups, so they are available for anyone to read without a specific

permission. As with the interviews and participatory observations, the anonymity of

the users that have posted the analyzed social media content is preserved in this

research. The observed discussions concern both the first and the second OmaStadi

round.

5 Results and analysis

In this chapter I will discuss three different themes that emerged from the interviews

and observations. First, I will present a few aspects on why some groups of people

have not participated in the OmaStadi process. Identifying these issues is important, so

they could be addressed on the future OmaStadi rounds. The second part on the other

hand examines the reasons why those who have actively participated in OmaStadi

have done so and what they did to make their proposals succeed. Finally, I am taking a

critical approach on the proposals that have been proposed and voted for on OmaStadi

and present some views from the interviewed citizens about the possibilities and

limitations of influencing the city’s development through OmaStadi. I also provide an

example case from Pihlajamäki where the local elderly has found themselves in the

middle of complicated bureaucracy when they have tried to address a relatively simple

issue.
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5.1 Vulnerable groups
OmaStadi, like other participation tools, is supposed to bring decision-making closer

to citizens by being easy to access and use. However, individuals and groups of people

differ from each other, so what is accessible for one might not be that for someone else.

Designing and developing platforms like OmaStadi takes time, not everything can be

considered beforehand, and some issues come up only when users start using the

platform. In addition to the technical side, the principles of how the OmaStadi process

works, the guidelines for citizens and the available information about OmaStadi are

some of the aspects that should be continuously evaluated and improved when

necessary. Therefore, each OmaStadi round is a good chance to better the process and

make it more approachable for all citizens. To be able to do so, it is important to hear

from the citizens themselves about their experiences with OmaStadi.

One of the most common worries that the interviewees mentioned regarding the use of

OmaStadi was that not everyone has the digital skills that would be required in order to

make proposals or vote for them online. Many scholars, such as Hague & Loader

(1999) have also pointed out similar issues when discussing digital democracy. Some

of the interviewees had experienced this issue in practice when helping other citizens

to use OmaStadi. Even one of the first steps, knowing how to log in to the website, was

not self-evident for some of the people they helped. For some interviewees, the

problem with accessibility was one of the main themes they wanted to talk about in the

interview, but also many of those that did not address this issue profoundly still had

remarks related to it. For example, John who had made a proposal and actively

campaigned for it said that a common question he was asked when campaigning was

“how do I vote for your proposal?”

Several interviewees expressed their worry about the exclusion of elderly people from

digital services and online decision-making. Lisa, who has quite a lot of experience of

helping people to use computers and digital services, says that many elderly people she

knows are not used to running any errands online, they want to go somewhere and

speak to someone in person. In addition to the lack of digital skills and devices,

knowing that it is common for elderly people to suffer from loneliness, another reason
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to want in-person contacts can be their meaningfulness from the social point of view.

Jane helped a group of elderly citizens make a proposal in OmaStadi, because they had

an issue they wanted to address, but did not know how, so Jane told them about

OmaStadi and offered her help. Also, in the voting stage, the elderly needed help with

voting for the proposal. Without helpful and active people in their community, this

group of elderly people might not have been able to participate in decision-making

through OmaStadi.

The city of Helsinki has organized physical OmaStadi voting points throughout the

city, where citizens who cannot or do not know how to vote online can go and get

assistance. This is a great step towards inclusion, but still leaves some issues to be

fixed. One aspect to think about is how do the citizens get information about voting

points if they are out of the reach of online information sources. Another thing to

consider is the most vulnerable group of people, that in addition to the lack of digital

skills or devices also have other disadvantaged features. This group includes, for

example, those whose physical or mental conditions do not allow them to leave their

house and those without social contacts who could help them to use online services or

provide information about other options. It could be argued that there are not a lot of

people like this, that they are a very marginal group, but that exactly is the issue. The

same people are always marginal in different fields of life and rarely get their opinions

heard.

Before Mary even wanted to start talking about OmaStadi itself, she wished to

emphasize that there are several groups of people who generally do not use digital

services for one reason or another. She mentions for example the elderly, the disabled

and those who cannot afford digital devices. She says that also immigrants who might

have challenges with the language or who do not have a Finnish social security number

are excluded. Mary is worried that these groups are becoming even more

disadvantaged when citizens are expected to handle more and more things online. The

seriousness in her tone and the number of facts she mentions to back up her opinions

show that Mary has familiarized herself well with the topic and is personally deeply

concerned about the participation opportunities of disadvantaged people.
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The interviewees’ worry is not just subjective, but something that should be more

generally considered. According to Statistics Finland (2021), 92% of the Finnish

population were counted as internet users in 2020. The definition for an internet user in

their survey was someone who had used the internet within the past 3 months. At first,

92 seems like a high percentage, but the 8% that do not use the internet at all are in fact

a large group of over 400 000 people. According to the same survey, only 82% of

Finns used the internet several times per day in 2020, which means that the amount of

people who use the internet maximum once a day is close to one million. This is a large

number, considering that Finland is seen as a highly digitalized country that is known

for technological innovations and high-quality education.

An issue partly intertwined with digitality is the availability of information about

OmaStadi. Several interviewees mentioned that while campaigning for a proposal they

often had to begin with explaining what OmaStadi is. Some interviewees had felt

frustrated at times, because explaining the basics of OmaStadi took time from

campaigning for the proposal itself. At the observed campaigning event in Itäkeskus, I

also noticed that the campaigners approached by passers by asking them if they had

heard about OmaStadi. Some had, some had not, but the most common answer seemed

to be that the person had heard of OmaStadi but did not really know what it is or how it

works. One non-Finnish citizen was pleasantly surprised when the campaigners told

her that she can also vote in OmaStadi. The information about OmaStadi had

apparently reached many of these citizens somehow, but not all of them knew they

could also participate or how to participate.

In her interview, Lisa told us a story about how she had tried to bring OmaStadi closer

to some of the locals in Pihlajamäki, those that often feel like they do not belong to the

society around them. She had a specific group of local people in mind, those that she

sees day after day hanging out at a local bar, because they have nowhere else to go and

no other social circles to engage with. Lisa had an idea that maybe she could organize

an OmaStadi related event at this local bar and bring the information about

participation opportunities directly to these people and include them in local

decision-making. The reason why Lisa wanted to do this was that she thinks it is

important that everyone is included in democracy, and if there are people who do not

seek out the opportunities to impact decision-making themselves, it would be
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important to encourage them to do so and to use their rights as citizens. When Lisa

went to the local bar to talk about her idea to some of these people she had thought of,

the response she got was worrying. The people said that OmaStadi, like any other

decision-making process, is not for them, that these are the type of spaces where they

are not wanted, where they do not belong. Lisa tried to convince them otherwise, but

sadly the image of not belonging was very strong in these people’s minds, because that

is what they experience daily. Finally, Lisa gave up on her idea, because she felt

exhausted and realized that much more than one event would be needed to fix the

issue.

Lisa’s idea to bring the information about OmaStadi to a place where a usually

excluded group spends their time is something that Lerner (2014) has also suggested

as a way of trying to include the vulnerable ones. In his work, Lerner provides an

example from New York where in 2014 more participatory budgeting voting sites

were added near community centers and public housing developments. The outcome

was that people of color and low-income residents were better represented that year

comparing to the previous year’s voting. In the New York example, city officials and

local activists worked together to bring voting opportunities near the people who

usually are underrepresented in democracy, which is something worth considering in

Helsinki as well.

5.2 Motivators for participation
Several interviewees said that going through the whole OmaStadi process and making

a proposal succeed is quite hard and time-consuming, considering the citizens are

doing everything voluntarily in their free time. Developing a proposal to fit the

OmaStadi criteria and campaigning for it is a lot of work for someone with, for

example, a full-time job and a family, which many of the interviewees have. Even the

ones who have succeeded on the first OmaStadi round with their proposal have

hesitated to attend the second round with another proposal. Although their hard work

has paid off previously, they have felt that it might not be worth going through the

same struggle again. However, many of them have still decided to make another

proposal, because they have come up with new ideas that they would like to see being

implemented.
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A few interviewees talked about the different aspects of being an active citizen in their

community. Their reasonings for being active were similar to those noted in literature

about urban democracy (e.g., Bäcklund et al., 2017), they want to influence things

directly and locally. Some interviewees said they have chosen to be active, because

they want to impact what is happening around them and sometimes it is very

rewarding, for example when they see the results of their own efforts coming true. The

downside according to them is that once someone is known as the active person, others

in the community expect them to always be the active one and take care of things,

which can be exhausting at times. A similar phenomenon found in traditional

democracy is voter fatigue (see e.g., Garmann, 2017, Rallings, Thrasher & Borisyuk,

2003), which manifests itself for example as lower voter turnout when citizens are

asked to vote too frequently. Seems that in many democratic processes, even the active

ones get less motivated, if they need to be active all the time.

Jane has experienced exhaustion when making OmaStadi proposals about things that

are important for her community. She feels that if she does not make them, no one else

will either. James, who is active in Konepaja neighborhood, says that in his experience

the community there is generally active, many people like to discuss things related to

the area and support projects that would improve their neighborhood. However, when

it comes to doing things in practice, there are fewer people ready to take the initiative

and the responsibility falls to the same people time after time. Behind these most

active citizens is often a large group of somehow active ones, for example in

OmaStadi’s context, those who have voted for proposals and commented on

discussions about them. They all have different motivations for participation as well,

but some examples can be identified from the interviews.

5.2.1 Community engagement
Several interviewees mentioned that community spirit was one of the factors helping

them get their proposals through the OmaStadi process. Whether it has been a

neighborhood community or a football team, it seems like groups of people have been

willing to work for a proposal's success, when they know it is beneficial for their

community. John thinks that when the proposal itself is good and interests the
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community, people are happy to tell their friends about it and then those friends tell

their other friends about it and so on. He had been pleasantly surprised that his football

related proposal got support not only from the local football team, but also from other

football enthusiast around Helsinki.

Sometimes the high motivation for getting votes for a proposal can turn into not so

constructive discussion between citizens, according to a few of the interviewees. In

some districts, the competition between two popular and expensive proposals got very

heated, because it was clear that only one of them can fit the district’s overall budget

and the other, regardless of the number of votes it gets, will be left out. This has turned

some people that have been rooting for different proposals against each other and

made them bash the other proposal and people behind it in online discussions. John

says that he found himself in a situation where his proposal had to compete not just for

votes in general, but more specifically against another popular proposal in their district,

which caused unnecessary friction between people.

John’s proposal was related to football, while the other leading proposal was about a

place for people to meet and enjoy culture, so many social media comments focused

on putting sports and culture against each other. This is something John had not

expected, nor wanted to happen. Mike was one of the people behind the proposal that

John’s had to compete against, and he has similar feelings about the situation that the

OmaStadi voting system put them into. When he had read negative rumors about his

proposal, he started to feel anger towards the people writing them. Afterwards, Mike

can already laugh about it a little, because of how unnecessary it was, but he still

sounds very frustrated when talking about the online discussions surrounding the

proposals. He had not expected that something like this would occur when all he was

trying to do was to make good things happen in his community.

Another district in Helsinki had a similar situation on the 2018-2019 OmaStadi round,

the two leading proposals were about football and culture, and only one of them would

fit the overall budget. In this case too, the competition got heated on social media. The

discussion got especially wild on a football related discussion forum called

FutisForum2. In this forum, users must be logged in to participate in discussions, but

the site does not require them to use their real names as usernames, which might
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encourage some users to leave more confrontational comments than they would if they

had to do it under their own name. Some of the comments were just passionately

encouraging people to vote for the football related proposal without saying anything

bad about other proposals, but others focused on attacking the competing culture

related proposal and people voting for it. The closer the end of the voting time came,

the more heated the discussion got. Some comments were just slightly teasing the

other proposals voters, for example someone had left a comment at 11pm saying that it

is a good time to vote for football when the over middle-aged voters of culture are

asleep. Other comments were more uncivilized, containing swear words and for

example calling cultural people “culture gays”, as an attempt to insult them.

5.2.2 Local campaigning
When the interviewees were asked about the most effective ways to campaign for their

proposals, most of them said that physical campaigning was much more effective than

digital campaigning. John and Jane both mention printing out leaflets and distributing

them at a local mall and to mailboxes in the neighborhood as one of their campaigning

teams’ best ways to reach local people and get them to vote. Also, all interviewees had

spread the word to their social networks, for example, a football team, neighborhood

organizations, parents of their child’s schoolmates, neighbors and friends. Many

interviewees said that this might have been the most effective way of campaigning,

because it creates a snowball effect.

Some interviewees mentioned that the effectivity of local campaigning can also

depend on the neighborhood and what the local community there is like. Jane, Lisa and

Mary have all previously or currently lived in Pihlajamäki where the local community

spirit seems to be exceptionally good. They all explain it with Pihlajamäki being an

exceptional place due to many reasons, for example, its architecture, history and

geographically secluded location. Mary says there are lots of people who have lived in

Pihlajamäki since it was built in the 1960s and also people who have lived there as a

child and have now returned with their own families. Jane, Lisa and Mary all agree that

Pihlajamäki is an active neighborhood where local actors, such as the neighborhood

organization and the church have a tradition of cooperating and for example

organizing events together.



31

While observing a campaigning event in Herttoniemi, I could see an example of how

not considering locality can be a disadvantage in the campaign. The observed

campaigning team represented an organization that operates all over the city. They had

put a lot of effort into the campaign materials that presented their proposals, there were

many team members present ready to talk about the proposals and everything seemed

to be well planned. They had campaigned in many different areas in Helsinki, since the

proposals they had made concerned several different neighborhoods and some of them

the entire city. In each campaign event, they promoted all the proposals together. The

campaigning team seemed to be very busy with their events and working hard to get

people to vote for their proposals. However, the hard work did not seem to pay off. The

team told me that the amount of people they reached depended on where they were

campaigning, not in which neighborhood, but whether they were in a busy location

where they could reach people in the middle of their commute or shopping spree, or

whether the location was a place where people would have to specifically decide to go

to, such as a library or community center. Their location in Herttoniemi was in the

latter category and during the time I was there observing, no one showed up. When the

voting results for the 2020-2021 OmaStadi round were in, only a few of the team’s

numerous proposals were chosen to continue to the voting stage.

The amount of work that the team put into their campaign compared to the low success

rate in the voting seems a little unfair. There can of course be various reasons behind

the outcome, but having heard about the interviewees’ successful campaigns, I can

point out several things that the observed team did differently, and which might be

some of the reasons why their proposals did not get as many votes as they had hoped.

One common nominator behind the interviewees’ successful proposals was that they

were campaigned for very locally, both in digital and physical environments. Local

meeting places, such as a mall, a community center and a neighborhood Facebook

group have been mentioned by the interviewees as good places to campaign. Also, the

interviewees that mentioned these places campaigned for a proposal concerning their

own neighborhood or area. The campaigns were persistent and focused on a specific

local proposal. It seems that when an idea is coming from locals, presented to locals

and bringing joy or benefits to locals, it has a good chance to succeed in the OmaStadi

voting.
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The observed campaigning team unfortunately missed these marks, at least partially.

They were not focused on a certain theme or proposal and did similar campaigning in

many different places, not considering the local context. The campaigning team also

could not use their local neighborhood networks, if they had any, as effectively as the

interviewees who only campaigned locally. Seems that hard work for a proposal’s

success does not necessarily pay off, if the knowledge, skills or resources for effective

campaigning are inadequate. These are factors that can put citizens in unequal

positions when it comes to participation and getting one’s voice heard.

5.3 OmaStadi’s limitations and quality of the proposals
Many interviewees feel that the city’s participatory budgeting program has been

created without a clear focus on what kind of projects it should be used for. Several

interviewees think that many OmaStadi proposals concern the kind of projects the city

could or should implement anyway from other budgets. Some of them see this from

the point of view that it is sad how innovative and unique projects are a minority in

OmaStadi. They are frustrated, because other citizens keep proposing and voting for

mundane things, such as trees and benches, while others are trying to come up with

projects that would have a more meaningful impact on society. By that they mean

proposals about themes such as educating people, taking care of the most vulnerable

ones and increasing sense of community. Another aspect of the issue is that some

interviewees feel that the public sector should take care of, for example, vulnerable

people without citizens having to specifically ask for it. Some interviewees on the

other hand feel that OmaStadi limits the citizens’ ideas too much and that the city does

not want to give enough power to the citizens to make bigger changes to their

environment.

Interpreting the interviewees’ comments, it seems that there is a controversy. For some,

OmaStadi has too many limitations and they feel they cannot get any truly important

projects implemented through the program. Others feel that many citizens have not

realized the opportunities that OmaStadi provides and propose small and uncreative

things, that just first come to their minds when thinking about urban environment, and

these proposals use up an unnecessary large amount of the OmaStadi budget. When
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digging a little deeper into the interviewees’ experiences, the differences in their

opinions get more context around them and seem reasonable.

5.3.1 Encouraging small changes, limiting big ones
Paul is not holding back when expressing his opinions about how citizens can and

cannot benefit from OmaStadi. He is familiar with different forms of citizen

participation in Helsinki, because for many years he has been one of the most active

members of his neighborhood community in Laajasalo, advocating their wishes to the

city officials. Paul is frustrated, because he feels that with OmaStadi the city can keep

the citizens happy by giving them an opportunity to decide on nice little things, but

meanwhile makes the decisions that affect the citizens the most without taking their

opinions into account. Paul seems to be very fond of his neighborhood and cares about

the future of the area, so not being able to impact what is happening there him makes

him upset. He worries about what is happening to historically important sites and

nature in the area, when the city wants to build more apartments there. In Paul’s

opinion, the city makes new land-use plans without being considerate enough about

what is important for the locals to preserve. He has participated in the city’s public

hearings representing the locals but feels that his opinion has been asked just so it can

be stated that citizens’ opinions about land use have been asked. Therefore, Paul gets

frustrated with OmaStadi, because he feels that a program like this shows that the local

people’s opinion is valued only when it comes to small and superficial things.

Paul’s worry is related to a phenomenon that also Bäcklund et al. (2017) and

Vaattovaara et al. (2021) have noted, which is issues with citizen participation in

processes where the city cooperates with different partners, such as companies and

consultants from the private sector. Using outside partners as part of planning

processes has become more common recently, but what has not been following this

development is citizens’ possibilities to participate in these new types of planning

practices. Citizens’ chances to participate are ensured by law when it comes to

planning operated by the public sector, but when private companies come into the mix,

the situation gets more complicated. On the one hand, plans made by the public sector

should be open for citizens to examine and comment on, but on the other hand, private

companies are allowed to preserve their plans as business secrets. To be able to
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participate in and have an influence on decision-making, citizens should be aware of

the plans that are currently being made. Planning practices that rely strongly on

cooperation with partners from the private sector have increased fast, and the laws and

regulations ensuring citizens' role in the process have not been following along at the

same pace, which is problematic from a democratic point of view. It is understandable

that active citizens, like Paul, who are trying to keep up with plans made for their area

get frustrated.

Mike also feels that his opportunities to make changes in the city are limited. He has

tried to make creative proposals to refresh the city’s physical environment, but some of

his ideas have not made it even to the co-creation stage, because the city has evaluated

them as not applicable in OmaStadi. Mike himself feels that his ideas would have been

possible to implement, if there just were a will to do so. Mary says in her interview that

she wishes there were more OmaStadi proposals that focus on people and bringing

people together. She has noticed that many proposals are very concrete, often related

to the infrastructure that she thinks the city should take care of without citizens having

to make proposals and vote for them. Mary sounds a bit disappointed but also slightly

amused when she says:

“In my opinion, when you think about these (proposals) like “more garbage cans”, I

think that the city should bring the garbage cans there even without OmaStadi.”

Mary is interested in people’s well-being and worries for the vulnerable ones in our

society. Her own OmaStadi proposals have been focused on activities accessible to

everyone, regardless of their social or economic status.

As with all democratic processes, the creation of OmaStadi has required decisions that

shape the process. Democracy does not emerge from nothing and there is no such thing

as “pure” democratic process that would not have been affected by surrounding

conditions, such as social and material facts. In any democratic process, the

participants engage in procedures that have already been shaped in several ways by

third parties (Rosanvallon & Goldhammer, 2011). To be able to function, OmaStadi

must have its constraints, for example, the city’s budget and authority are not

unlimited. Nevertheless, many details of the process are negotiable, and the current
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form of the OmaStadi is an outcome of a set of decisions made by the city officials.

Whether these decisions are good or bad, democratic or not, is not straightforward.

Therefore, it is important to discuss them and hear various opinions, especially from

citizens who are the participants of the OmaStadi process.

5.3.2 A case from Pihlajamäki
Jane is also one of those who say there are many OmaStadi proposals that concern

things that the city should do without an OmaStadi voting. Her own experience of this

comes from being involved in a proposal that tried to ensure the continuation of

exercise activities for elderly people near their home in Pihlajamäki. For many years,

popular and affordable exercise activities, not only for the elderly but for all citizens,

were actively organized in Pihlajamäki by the city. The activities were organized

within a program called Lähiöliikunta, that was part of a larger project, Lähiöprojekti.

The purpose of Lähiöprojekti was to improve selected suburban areas in Helsinki by

developing their physical environment, but also by increasing citizen participation and

cooperation between citizens and other actors in the area. The aim was to prevent

segregation and social exclusion in Helsinki. In 2017, the city ended Lähiöprojekti

after reforms in the city’s operations, and the budget previously used for Lähiöprojekti

was allocated to the city’s new participation and interaction model (City of Helsinki,

2017). After these changes, Lähiöliikunta (suburban exercise) was replaced with

Alueliikunta (regional exercise), and the amount of locally organized activities started

to decrease. The termination of exercise groups for the elderly in Pihlajamäki took

place in 2018. The alternative that the city offered for them was exercise activities in

other neighborhoods or districts, where they would have to commute by bus or car.

The local elderly felt let down and neglected by the city, which sparked the idea of

making an OmaStadi proposal with the help of younger active Pihlajamäki residents,

such as Jane and Lisa. The proposal was very successful on the first OmaStadi round

and was implemented. The elderly in Pihlajamäki got a weekly exercise class

organized in their neighborhood, but since only fixed term projects can be funded

through OmaStadi, the proposal ensured only two years of funding for the class.

Active members in the Pihlajamäki community made and campaigned for another

proposal for the 2020-2021 OmaStadi round in hopes of keeping the class going.
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Unfortunately, this time their proposal did not get enough votes to continue to the

implementation stage. In addition to interviewing Jane and Lisa, I went to observe the

class in Pihlajamäki that was started thanks to the successful proposal on the first

OmaStadi round. I had heard from Jane and Lisa about the opinions of the elderly that

had attended activities organized by Lähiöliikunta, but I also wanted to hear directly

from them and see what the class is like. It must be noted that the interviews were

conducted before the 2020-2021 OmaStadi voting had begun and the class observation

two days into the voting, so the comments from Jane, Lisa and the elderly do not

include what has happened since the newest voting results were in and the class did not

receive more OmaStadi funding.

In 2018, news about the termination of the local group came as a surprise for the active

elderly that attended their classes every week and enjoyed them a lot. Many of them

were shocked about the change and worried about their opportunities to attend their

hobbies in the future, because moving longer distances from home to attend a class

was not an option for many of them due to physical constraints that come with aging.

Even though the city still organized exercise classes, they were not that easy to access

for the elderly anymore, not just in Pihlajamäki but in other areas as well, since the

classes were not scattered around the city anymore but concentrated in a few districts.

This is an unfortunate issue, since exercising is important in maintaining physical and

mental health, which among other things supports an elderly person’s ability to live

independently and enjoy a good quality of life. Also, the classes were much more than

exercising for the elderly, they were important social situations where most of the

participants went every single week and met other locals that they had gotten familiar

with.

Jane, Lisa and the elderly express strong feelings when talking about the struggle of

trying to hold on to the exercise opportunities and how important these have been for

the locals. From the elderly’s part there has been a lot of worry, caused by the

uncertainty of the continuation of their hobby and not knowing what could be done to

impact the city’s decisions. Jane on her part has felt frustrated, because she thinks the

situation where the local elderly residents have been put is unfair. She feels that it is

wrong, that something vital the elderly in Pihlajamäki have had for years is suddenly

taken away from them and no one seems to care about the consequences. According to
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Jane, many residents in Pihlajamäki think it is absurd that the city does not take care of

the wellbeing of their elderly anymore, but instead puts them in a situation where

every two years they would have to fight for their right to accessible exercise

opportunities via a long and heavy process of proposal making and campaigning. Jane

sounds tired of the situation when she talks about how they try to keep the class going:

"Our opinion is that the city should absolutely organize these without us having to do

any OmaStadi proposals or votings or anything... And then it’s just a year once they

get organized and get it started and then it stops. Then what? Then we have to do

another OmaStadi proposal, it shouldn’t be like this."

The elderly attending the class that I observed were very happy with the new class that

they got through OmaStadi, although they mentioned that when Lähiöliikunta was still

ongoing there were several weekly classes for the elderly, varying in levels of

difficulty. After the class one of them complimented the instructors for great music

choices, a few of them said the class could be even longer and everyone I asked agreed

that the location, Pihlajamäki youth center, is easy to access. In addition to those who

had previously attended Lähiöliikunta exercise groups, the class had attracted some

completely new participants to join. When I asked about the continuation of the class,

the ones who had been involved in the OmaStadi process before were worried, because

the future of their vitally important hobby was again in the hands of voters around the

city. They still felt hopeful since the previous voting had gone so well, so maybe this

time too they would get to keep at least this one weekly class.

5.3.3 The unevenness between themes addressed in OmaStadi
Examining the proposals on the 2020-2021 OmaStadi round, there are differences

between the popularity of different themes on OmaStadi. On the voting stage, there

were 396 proposals, of which sports and outdoor recreation (153 proposals), parks and

nature (61 proposals) and community spirit (59 proposals) were the three most popular

categories for proposals that stood out from the others (City of Helsinki, 2022b).

However, it must be noted that each proposal can only belong to one category in

OmaStadi, which means there can be proposals where several themes overlap, even

though only one can be marked as the proposals’ category. The share of different
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categories in the proposals of the 2020-2021 OmaStadi round’s voting stage is

visualized in figure 1.

Figure 1. Share of categories in proposals in the 2020-2021 OmaStadi round, in percentages.

When it comes to the voting results and proposals that will continue to the

implementation stage, the gap between the most and the least popular categories gets

even wider. These differences are visualized in figure 2. The relatively biggest winner

of the categories is parks and nature, because even though proposals in this category

make up 15,4% of the proposals overall, the results after voting show that 32% of the

proposals continuing to implementation belong to the parks and nature category.

Examining these results, it looks like the proposal makers are collectively most

focused on only a few themes, and the voters collectively have an even narrower view

on which themes they want to support.
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Figure 2. Share of categories in proposals continuing to implementation in the 2020-2021 OmaStadi

round, in percentages.

Some of the interviewees thought that certain elements are too repetitive in OmaStadi

proposals. They had noticed that small infrastructural things, such as benches, garbage

cans and trees, come up very often in the proposals, especially in those concerning the

entire Helsinki. Examining the results of the 2020-2021 OmaStadi round, the

interviewees’ remarks seem accurate. From the entire city’s budget, the top 6

proposals continuing to the implementation stage are all related to the mentioned

themes. These include two proposals about garbage cans (placing 1st and 3rd) and four

about trees or other vegetation (placed 2nd, 4th, 5th and 6th). When examining all the 20

proposals that will be implemented from the entire city’s budget, there are a few more

tree-related proposals lower in the ranking. Some of the proposals in the listing with

other types of themes include LGBTQ+ seminars for schools, saving historical

buildings in Helsinki, creating more sports activities for schoolkids and using

renewable energy for illuminating a jogging trail (City of Helsinki, 2022b). The

citizens seem to be interested in all kinds of proposals, but the volume in which certain

themes dominate the field is significant.
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6 Discussion

In this chapter I will further discuss and analyze some of the themes that came up in the

results presented in the previous chapter. Interpreting the interviewees’ comments,

there seems to be some unclarity in how OmaStadi works and what kind of issues can

be addressed through the program, so I will go through some reasons for these

problems and possible solutions to them. Then I will take a critical approach to the

voting logic in OmaStadi and how that might affect the results and which proposals get

to the implementation stage. Finally, I provide some ideas for improving the OmaStadi

process in the future rounds. The ideas focus mainly on the availability of information

about Omastadi, the inclusion of different people and how improvements in these two

matters would possibly diversify the themes addressed in OmaStadi proposals.

6.1 Finding a better focus for OmaStadi
The tools for citizen participation and the ways to implement them are various, and

none of these are inherently right or wrong. However, to achieve desired outcomes, it

is important to plan carefully which participation forms to implement and why.

Citizens should not be only passive objects but rather active subjects in

decision-making processes that concern their lives. It is often thought that including

citizens more in decision-making automatically produces “better” democracy, but

fruitful outcomes of citizen participation cannot be taken for granted. Participation

opportunities should be designed to fit the context where they are used and have

reasonable goals. Including citizens in decision-making just so that a governing body

would be able to say that citizens were included, is not what citizen participation

should be like.

A program like OmaStadi is a great idea from the City of Helsinki, but some aspects of

it should be improved, so that it would be more approachable for all citizens, not only

the most active ones. As some interviewees mentioned, the OmaStadi process is long,

and it requires a lot of effort to get an idea all the way to the implementation stage. If

the even the active, educated and networked ones struggle with the process, it is no

surprise that many of the less advantaged ones are not even trying to participate. The

four different stages of OmaStadi seem to be a reasonable amount but shortening the
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periods between them and lightening the bureaucracy around them could lower the

threshold for citizens to get into the process and stick with it until the end.

Another frustration that came up in the interviews was the unclearness in what can or

cannot be addressed through OmaStadi. Some interviewees had also felt that the

limitations in OmaStadi forced them to make a proposal that was not exactly what they

wanted, but at least better than nothing. This is what happened for example with the

exercise group in Pihlajamäki. The elderly would have wanted to have a guaranteed

continuation for their hobby, not having to fight for it every two years with new

proposals and campaigns. In this case it is also worth considering whether OmaStadi is

the correct channel to address this need, would there be a more suitable way to impact

the city’s decisions about the exercise classes and are the citizens aware of these

possible other ways of taking part in the city’s decision-making. As Paul said in his

interview, he feels that OmaStadi is only for small, nice things, because of its limits.

The city should inform the citizens better about what kind of projects they can address

through each participation channel, and also make sure that there is a proper channel

for all kinds of ideas from citizens, for bigger and smaller projects alike.

It seems to have come as a surprise for many interviewees how much they had to alter

their proposals to fit the OmaStadi criteria. Even though the criteria can be found on

OmaStadi’s website, it could be a good idea to make them more concrete for the

citizens to understand. For example, without any guidelines, the costs for a proposal

can be impossible for an average citizen to estimate, and therefore evaluating

beforehand if an idea could be proposed or not can be difficult. Providing example

budgets from previous proposals in the instructions could help the citizens to form a

better understanding of what can be done with for example 50 000 or 100 000 euros.

Also, what is within the city’s power to implement might not be that self-evident either,

so also that could be clarified in the OmaStadi criteria. It is clear that OmaStadi has to

have some limitations, so making them easier to understand for the citizens would help

with forming the proposals and prevent frustration in the process.
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6.2 Does the number of votes define the value of a proposal?
The OmaStadi proposals that continue from voting to implementation stage are chosen

with a winner-take-all system (for more about winner-take-all politics, see e.g., Hill,

2002). Firstly, the outcome is only defined by quantitative measures, the number of

votes in this case, not by any kind of qualitative deliberation and even a one vote

difference can determine whether a proposal gets all the money needed, or if it gets

nothing at all. Secondly, even many votes do not always lead to implementation, if

another expensive proposal has gotten even more and takes up a large part of a

district’s budget, which was the issue with the two cases where football and culture

related proposals had to compete against each other. This logic that is used in

OmaStadi leads to situations where many good and important proposals are

completely left out from the implementation stage. It can also cause unnecessary

conflict, as had happened with John’s and Mike’s proposals that had to compete

against each other in the same district. It is unfortunate if some irrelevant arguing takes

the proposal’s supporters time and energy away from their focus, which should be

making improvements in the city.

Rosanvallon and Goldhammer (2011) criticize the idea of majority rule. Their critique

focuses on the assumption that the majority is the same as the whole, that the greater

number represents the will of the whole group. Emerson (2012) discusses majority

vote with even more critical perspective, although his examples of bad consequences

of a majority vote consider mostly larger and more serious decisions than those made

in OmaStadi’s context. Still, his critique on how majority vote is seen as self-evidently

the most democratic way of decision-making especially in Western countries is

something to be considered also in this study. One of the key points of Emerson’s

criticism is that in a situation where majority vote defines the outcome, the starting

point is, that someone has already decided what are the options that the voters can

“freely” choose from. In OmaStadi, the options, the proposals in this case, are created

by the citizens, but then again, we get back to the question of who are these people that

represent “the citizens” and their will.

The voting system in OmaStadi benefits some proposals, or the people behind them,

more than others. For example, those proposal makers who have wide social networks

that can be used for getting votes are in a more advantaged position than those without
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this asset. However, it does not necessarily mean that the proposals of socially

networked individuals are better or more important than other proposals. This

phenomenon of course is not only related to OmaStadi but can be seen in other

democratic processes as well, because social and economic capital are an advantage in

many situations. Nevertheless, there seems to be a controversy in OmaStadi’s

decision-making logic. The process starts with deliberation among citizens and

between citizens and city officials, which theoretically gives all citizens the same

starting point for participation and is supposed to increase the inclusion of those

groups and individuals who are often in the margins in traditional democratic

processes. In the end of the process, the deliberative qualities are forgotten, and the

final outcomes are decided with a majority vote, which is one of the most typical

characteristics of traditional, non-deliberative democracy where the winners take it all.

6.3 Suggestions for future OmaStadi rounds
Even though in this research I have mostly pointed out things that should be improved

in OmaStadi, there are still many good aspects in the process that should be kept on

future rounds as well. First, it is great that the City of Helsinki is willing to try new

forms of citizen participation and has created a project like OmaStadi. Integrating

technology into traditional forms of participation is also a good way to develop

decision-making processes in a digitalized society. Like with many other projects,

some issues cannot be identified in the planning stage, but they come up as the project

is ongoing in practice. The city had made changes to the process between the first and

second OmaStadi rounds, which shows that they are evaluating the OmaStadi process

and are willing to make improvements to it. As I have noted in this study, the key

points of improvement for future OmaStadi rounds are related to citizens’ access and

knowledge about OmaStadi and the variety of proposals and the themes addressed in

them. In addition to the previously mentioned suggestions for improvements, I will

provide a few more ideas concerning more specifically the inclusion of different

people and themes.

The participation opportunities of vulnerable and disadvantaged groups should be

considered more in the OmaStadi process. The groups that the interviewees expressed

their worry for especially were the elderly, the socio-economically disadvantaged, the
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ones who feel left out from society, the ones who struggle with using digital services

and the ones who belong to more than one of these groups. When it comes to the issues

with digital platforms and devices, the solution is not to quit their use in the OmaStadi

process, but to think of ways to support those people whose participation might be

hindered because of digitality. Some of the solutions the City of Helsinki could think

of could be providing more information and assistance targeted to those who cannot

use digital services for one reason or another. Creating alternative ways to participate

in the OmaStadi process would probably serve many of those who currently have not

participated. For example, more offline participation methods and more opportunities

for assisted online participation could be part of the solution. On the 2020-2021

OmaStadi round, the opportunities to organize face-to-face events were at times

restricted due to the COVID-19 pandemic, but assuming this issue would not occur on

the future OmaStadi rounds, different means of participation and assistance could be

developed.

Groups of people like the ones Lisa had approached in the bar in Pihlajamäki are part

of a more complicated case. The people told Lisa that OmaStadi is not for them,

because they do not belong to decision-making processes, nor are wanted there. This

feeling of not belonging that these people experience is of course an issue that is not

only related to OmaStadi, but to a much bigger and more complex phenomenon.

However, getting this group of people more involved in society and democracy would

probably have to start from a grassroots level and getting them to participate in

OmaStadi could be an important step in the process. Citizens that are active in their

neighborhood, like Lisa, can be part of the solution, because they know their

community well and could be able to reach out to the most vulnerable ones as well.

Putting all the responsibility on the shoulders of the active citizens would not be fair,

so the city should also come up with ways to reach the most excluded groups and

cooperate with citizens and organizations who are trying to do so.

When it comes to the versatility of proposals, or the lack thereof, it is more difficult to

define how the OmaStadi process could be developed so that more different themes

would be addressed in the proposals. The citizens are free to propose and vote for

whatever they want, and this of course should not be restricted in a democratic process.

Something the city could do to increase the diversity of proposals is to inform the
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citizens even better about what can be done through OmaStadi. For example, giving

more visibility to the proposals that have been implemented thanks to previous

OmaStadi rounds could be one way to inspire citizens to submit their own ideas. Many

citizens might not be aware that some of the changes they see in their neighborhood

are a result of OmaStadi. Inspiring more citizens to submit their proposals could

possibly result in more versatility in the proposals. When more citizens are aware of

OmaStadi and its possibilities, the chance of getting more diverse voices heard in the

process increases.

7 Conclusion

In this study I have examined the City of Helsinki’s participatory budgeting program

OmaStadi, focusing on the citizens’ experiences of taking part in the process. My aim

has been to find out what the citizens that have actively participated in OmaStadi have

to say about the program, especially what they think works well, what could be

improved and what do they think affects the proposals’ success in the process. I also

examined whether some groups of people or themes are less represented than others in

OmaStadi and why. The results are based on interviews, participatory observations

and social media observations that I conducted. To interpret and discuss the results I

have used literature about related topics for guidance.

Generally, it is great that the City of Helsinki has created a new form for citizens to

participate in local decision-making. After two OmaStadi rounds, it has been possible

to examine how the process has been improved so far and what could still be done to

make the process more understandable and accessible for the citizens. According to

the results presented in this study, there are differences in how actively different

groups of people participate in OmaStadi and which themes are addressed in the

proposals. Many of those who have participated actively in making proposals and

campaigning for them feel that the OmaStadi process is quite long and requires lots of

work. What also has caused frustration among the interviewees is the limitations of

OmaStadi and the difficulty of forming a proposal to fit the criteria without losing too

much of what they originally wanted to propose. The reasons why the interviewed
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citizens have wanted to participate in OmaStadi and that have motivated them to go

through the process are mostly related to their communities and the will to do

something good for a neighborhood or a group of people.

Strong community spirit, whether in a neighborhood or in a group of people with

similar interests, has been essential in many proposals’ success. Many interviewees

had experienced that people are willing to support proposals that would benefit their

community. On the flipside, people who do not belong to any communities or who do

not have strong social networks are underrepresented in OmaStadi. Also, those

without the required digital skills or devices, such as the elderly, are in a disadvantaged

position when it comes to influencing through OmaStadi. Issues that occur generally

in democratic processes can also be seen in OmaStadi, those with advantages, such as

education and networks, have more power than those without these assets. When some

groups of people are participating more actively than others, it also shows in the

versatility of the proposals. A more diverse base of participants would likely result to

more diverse proposals to succeed.

I have taken a critical approach towards OmaStadi and its goals, because the aim in

this study has been to find out how the program could be improved, especially from the

citizens’ point of view. I have presented some of my own ideas for developing

OmaStadi and I hope the reader is inspired to come up with their own ideas based on

the results presented in this study. Until now, there have been two OmaStadi rounds

that have provided interesting topics to do research on and as the program continues

and evolves there will be even more material about OmaStadi to examine. Evaluations

and research about the past OmaStadi rounds can help to make the program even better

functioning in the future.

To gain an even more comprehensive understanding of this research topic, I suggest

the reader to also examine some other research done about OmaStadi and citizen

participation generally. Some of the limitations in this study that I can identify are that

the interview results are based on the subjective experiences and opinions of the seven

individuals that I interviewed. Also, especially in qualitative research, the

interpretation of the results depends on the researcher themself and their own

understandings and experiences. This study focused on the opinions of the citizens
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actively involved in OmaStadi, so to expand the research, it would be fruitful to also

hear directly from those who have not participated in OmaStadi and the reasons why.

Interviewing the city officials who have participated in designing and developing

OmaStadi would also expand the understanding of the possibilities and challenges of

the program.

Finally, I wish that this research can be used for developing OmaStadi and making it

even more usable and approachable from the citizens’ point of view. When an even

wider and more diverse base of citizens gets involved in developing the city, we will

probably see even greater improvements in Helsinki. In the future, I wish that

programs like OmaStadi can enable all citizens to feel like they belong to the city and

can participate in making it a space for everyone to enjoy.



48

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank my supervisors Yu-Shan Tseng and Mari Vaattovaara for helping

me throughout this research process. I am especially grateful that I got to take part in

Yu-Shan's research project and collect my interview data with her help. I would also

like to thank all the people who shared their opinions and experiences with me during

the interviews and participatory observations, their helpfulness made this research

possible. The support that I have gotten from my friends and family members during

this research process has also been essential, so I would like to thank each one of them

as well.

Helsinki, May 2022

Ida Roikonen



49

List of references

Ahonen, V. & Rask, M. (2019). Osallistuvan budjetoinnin mallit ja trendit Suomessa.
Uutta kunnista, Kuntaliiton julkaisusarja 2/2019. Helsinki: Suomen Kuntaliitto.

Baiocchi, G. & Ganuza, E. (2016). Popular Democracy: The Paradox of Participation.
Palo Alto: Stanford University Press.

Barbato, B. & Sarpo, A. (2020). Osallisuutta parhaimmillaan? Helsingin osallistuvan
budjetoinnin tapahtumat osallisuuden kokemuksen vahvistajana. Master’s thesis.
Humanistinen Ammattikorkeakoulu, Helsinki.
http://www.theseus.fi/handle/10024/337477.

Bright, J., Bermudez, S., Pilet, J. & Soubiran, T. (2020). Power users in online
democracy: their origins and impact. Information, Communication & Society, 23(13),
1838–1853. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2019.1621920.

Bruce, I. (2004). The Porto Alegre alternative: direct democracy in action. Ann Arbor:
Pluto Press with the International Institute for Research and Education IIRE.

Buss, T., Guo, K. & Redburn, F. (2006). Modernizing democracy: innovations in
citizen participation. Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe.

Bächtiger, A., Dryzek, J., Mansbridge, J. & Warren, M. (Eds.). (2018). The Oxford
handbook of deliberative democracy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bäcklund, S., Häkli, J. & Schulman, H. (Eds.). (2017). Kansalaiset kaupunkia
kehittämässä. Tampere: Tampereen Yliopistopaino.

City of Helsinki. (2017). Lähiöprojektin toimintakertomus 2016. Helsingin
kaupunkisuunnitteluviraston julkaisuja 2/2017. Helsinki: City of Helsinki.

City of Helsinki. (2020). Borough Liaisons. Retrieved from
https://www.hel.fi/helsinki/en/administration/participate/channels/participation-mode
l/borough-liaisons.

City of Helsinki. (2022a). OmaStadi – Help. Retrieved from
https://omastadi.hel.fi/pages?locale=en.

City of Helsinki. (2022b). OmaStadi – Voting 2021. Retrieved from
https://omastadi.hel.fi/processes/osbu-2020/f/185/projects?locale=en&locale=en.

Decidim. (2021). Decidim website. Retrieved from https://decidim.org/.

d’Entrèves, M. (2006). Democracy as Public Deliberation. New Brunswick, N.J.:
Transaction Publishers.

Emerson, P. (2012). Defining democracy voting procedures in decision-making,
elections and governance (2nd ed.). Heidelberg: Springer.



50

Ertiö, T., Tuominen, P. & Rask, M. (2019.). Turning Ideas into Proposals: A Case for
Blended Participation During the Participatory Budgeting Trial in Helsinki. In P.
Panagiotopoulos (Ed.), Electronic Participation: ePart 2019. Lecture Notes in
Computer Science (pp. 15-25). Cham: Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-27397-2_2.

Flowerdew, R. & Martin, D. (2005). Methods in Human Geography: A guide for
students doing a research project. Old Tappan: Routledge.

Fung, A. (2004). Empowered participation: reinventing urban democracy. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Garmann, S. (2017). Election Frequency, Choice Fatigue and Voter Turnout.
European Journal of Political Economy, 47, 19-35.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejpoleco.2016.12.003.

Gilman, H. (2016). Participatory Budgeting and Civic Tech: The Revival of Citizen
Engagement. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.

Hacker, K. & van Dijk, J. (Eds.). (2000). Digital democracy: issues of theory and
practice. London: SAGE.

Hague, B. & Loader, B. (Eds.). (1999). Digital Democracy – Discourse and Decision
Making in the Information Age. London: Routledge.

Hautala, T. (2020). Helsingin osallistuva budjetointi alueiden sosioekonomisten
erojen toisintajana. Pro gradu. University of Helsinki, Helsinki.
http://hdl.handle.net/10138/323282.

Hill, S. (2002). Fixing Elections: The Failure of America’s Winner Take All Politics.
New York: Routledge.

Hindman, M. (2009). The Myth of Digital Democracy. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press.

Kaupunginhallitus. (2017). Item 45: Osallisuusmallin toimenpano ja rahoitus. In
Kaupunginhallituksen kokous 40/2017, 13.11.2017.
https://dev.hel.fi/paatokset/asia/hel-2017-010829/.

Kaupunginkanslia. (2021). 47 064 residents of Helsinki took part in the OmaStadi
voting.
https://www.hel.fi/uutiset/en/kaupunginkanslia/the-omastadi-vote-garnered-votes-fro
m-city-residents.

Lerner, J. (2014). Everyone Counts: Could “Participatory Budgeting” Change
Democracy? Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Selects.

Ministry of Finance. (2017). Tulevaisuuden kunnan skenaariot ja visiot 2030.
Valtiovarainministeriön julkaisuja 9a/2017. Helsinki: Valtiovarainministeriö.



51

Moore, S. & Rodgers, S. (2020). Researching urban life through social media. In K.
Ward (Ed.), Researching the city – a guide for students (pp. 165–180). London:
SAGE.

OECD. (2003). Promise and Problems of E-Democracy: Challenges of Online Citizen
Engagement. https://www.oecd.org/gov/digital-government/35176328.pdf.

Purcell, M. (2006). Urban Democracy and the Local Trap. Urban Studies, 43(11),
1921–1941. https://doi.org/10.1080/00420980600897826.

Rallings, C., Thrasher, M. & Borisyuk, G. (2003). Seasonal Factors, Voter Fatigue and
the Costs of Voting. Electoral Studies, 22(1), 65-79.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0261-3794(01)00047-6.

Rask, M., Ertiö, T., Ahonen, V. & Tuominen, P. (2019). Helsingin kaupungin
osallistuvan budjetoinnin väliarviointi OmaStadi 2018–2019. BIBU-hankkeen
julkaisuja. Helsinki: University of Helsinki.

Rosanvallon, P. & Goldhammer, A. (2011). Democratic legitimacy: impartiality,
reflexivity, proximity. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Shah, A. (2007). Participatory budgeting.Washington D.C.: World Bank.

Smith, A., & Martín, P. (2021). Going Beyond the Smart City? Implementing
Technopolitical Platforms for Urban Democracy in Madrid and Barcelona. The
Journal of Urban Technology, 28(1-2), 311–330.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10630732.2020.1786337.

Statistics Finland. (2021). Science, Technology and Information Society. Retrieved
from https://www.tilastokeskus.fi/tup/suoluk/suoluk_tiede_en.html.

STT. (2019). Ensimmäinen OmaStadin äänestys oli menestys.
https://www.sttinfo.fi/tiedote/ensimmainen-omastadin-aanestys-oli-menestys?publish
erId=60590288&releaseId=69868426&fbclid=IwAR2v5t3_t6b5rmac15nVNWzNicy
zr78DxClxxlYnMEwPV4yldJgTKnzojgs.

Tonkiss, F. (2005). Space, the City and Social Theory: Social Relations and Urban
Forms. Cambridge: Polity.

Vaattovaara, M., Joutsiniemi, A., Airaksinen, J. & Wilenius, M. (2021). Kaupunki
politiikassa: yhteiskunta, ihminen ja ihana kaupunki. Tampere: Vastapaino.

Young, I. (2000). Inclusion and democracy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



52

Appendix 1: List of interview questions

1. How did you get to know the OmaStadi platform? Have you voted for any specific

proposal? (if applicable) Which one? How would you describe the theme of this

proposal?

2. What made you vote for this specific proposal?

3. What were your other activities (commenting, browsing, campaigning) regarding

the OmaStadi proposal that you voted for?

4. (for author) From where/whom did you come up with the idea for your proposal?

5. (for campaigner) Can you describe in detail how you campaigned for this proposal?

(how often/in which activity/via which networks) How/where did you learn to

campaign? Which campaign is the most effective in getting votes for the proposal?

6. (for campaigner) How did you convince others to vote for your proposal?

7. (for campaigner) Why did you decide to campaign for this proposal? To what

degree do you think this proposal represents the most urgent issue in your

community/neighborhood?

8. Which social/urban issues do you think are downplayed and less represented in

OmaStadi process? Do you know why this exclusion happened?


