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Abstract: 

Participatory budgeting is a democracy innovation that has become popular around the world 
during the past decades. The capital of Finland is one of the many actors running participatory 
budgeting. The Helsinki participatory budgeting initiative – called MyCity – defines equal 
opportunities for participation as one of the main principles and improving parity as one of the 
key goals for the initiative. 
 
This MA Thesis focuses on themes of parity in Helsinki participatory budgeting. The attention is 
on different parity goals set for the initiative as well as the realization of these principles. 
According to the literature, inclusion is vital for all democracy innovations, and can be 
approached in two ways: from equality and equity perspectives. The first emphasizes everyone’s 
right to be treated similarly in society. The latter one acknowledges that fairness in access and 
contributions can be achieved only when tuning into each individual’s background differences.  
 
The data for the study is twofold, it consists of public documents and interviews. Through 
document analysis of key policy documents, different equality and equity goals and actions are 
identified. Further analysis on how these goals complement and contradict is taken. In addition, 
five qualitative interviews of MyCity cooperation organization representatives were conducted. 
The methods used are qualitative. Both the policy documents and interviews are analyzed with 
content analysis. 



 
The analysis of the study demonstrates a harmony of equality and equity actions in the 
recruitment, ideation and co-creation phases of MyCity. In the latter two phases of the process, 
voting and implementation, equality and equity actions are contradictory. Equality holds the 
main emphasis in the cost of equity. The study discusses two scenarios for the result: firstly, 
dismissal of equity goals and the downsides of it: risking tokenism and increasing inequalities. 
And secondly, an alternative explanation is discussed: unintended lack of clarity in parity 
priorities. The cooperation organization interviews present the reality of participation for the 
least privileged citizens: participatory budgeting is largely inaccessible. Main themes identified 
from the interviews are: employee supported participation was possible for the least privileged, 
fears on majority citizen’s preferences surpassing the less privileged voices and superficial 
equality projects as hindrance. 
  
In the end, three recommendations to improve equity in MyCity are made: renewal of equity 
guidelines for the initiative; forming stronger cooperation alliances with the minority 
organizations; and adjusting the rules and scope of MyCity.  
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PART 1 - INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Introduction and the research problem 

During the latest Municipal Finnish election in June 202, the voting turnout was historically low. 

Barely half of the Finnish population eligible to vote chose to do so, leading to the lowest voting 

turnout in the country since the 2nd World War. (Tilastokeskus 2021.) In the County Election 

held in January 2022, the turnout was even lower, less than half of the eligible population 

exercised their right to vote. (Tilastokeskus 2022.) These numbers demonstrate the struggles of 

democracy in Finland today – but not only in Finland. Across the Western world people are 

experiencing alienation from their political institutions and leaders. (E.g. Meriluoto & Litmanen 

2019; Baiocchi & Ganuza 2017.) At the same time political action and inaction is not spread 

evenly among the socio-economic groups: it is especially the citizens that represent the least 

powerful groups of society that are not utilizing their political rights (Dacombe & Parvin 2021). 

As Dias and Simone (2018, 18) phrases it: “elections are no longer enough to make democracy 

credible. “ 

Political inactivity and people’s distrust towards institutions challenge the foundation of 

representative democracy. So-called democracy innovations have gained popularity as a remedy 

to this issue. Democracy innovations – participatory budgeting among them – have been 

designed and implemented as a response to the crisis of democracies. Helsinki City, the capital 

of Finland, is one of the many cities that has chosen to run participatory budgeting. With 

launching the Helsinki PB initiative, named MyCity (in Finnish: OmaStadi), the capital rides a 

global trend: participatory budgeting among other democracy innovations, has become extremely 

popular around the world during the past couple decades.  

Democracy innovations' purpose and justification are connected to the initiative's ability to reach 

more people in numbers and especially in diversity: inclusion is one of the core functions of 

democracy innovations (e.g., Smith 2009). How inclusion or fair participation opportunities are 

granted for all citizens is dividing opinions. Fair participation opportunities can be approached 

by focusing on each individual's fundamental right to have the same – equal – access and 
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opportunity to participate, regardless of the person's background. A contradictory approach is to 

acknowledge that the equality in participation opportunities cannot be reached without an equity 

approach, which means tuning into individuals' circumstances and providing support according 

to a person's needs. Choices on whether to approach inclusion and participation from an equality 

or equity perspective, are influencing who will participate through participatory budgeting. At 

the same time, just providing access, opportunity to participate does not guarantee fair influence 

over the outcomes. Without looking at the fairness of contributions in the process and the 

outcomes, there is a risk that the participatory innovations end up reflecting the preferences of 

the privileged ones and yet replicate the existing inequalities in the society (E.g., Moscrop & 

Warren 2016). In fact, challenging the current inequalities is one of the main challenges for 

participatory democracy innovations today (Walker et al 2015; Pape & Lerner 2016; Ganuza & 

Baiocchi 2017).  

From the very beginning of the Helsinki City participatory budgeting initiative there have been 

three main principles for the initiative that are “utilizing the know-how and expertise of 

individuals and communities, facilitating independent activity and “creating equal opportunities 

for participation”. According to the MyCity introduction, one of the key goals for the initiative is 

“advancing parity” (MyCity 2021). These guiding principles and goals for the initiative have 

been stated in politically binding documents by the Helsinki City Municipal Board (Municipal 

Board 2018; 2020). Despite the goals in advancing parity in MyCity, the independent evaluation 

of the first round of participatory budgeting in Helsinki pointed out equality as a major challenge 

for MyCity (Rask et al 2020). Stakeholders that were interviewed in the final evaluation raised 

concerns about MyCity’s ability to reach diverse participants that would represent the city 

population at large (ibid). This round of participatory budgeting, an additional plan on improving 

parity was written to guide the city employee’s parity work around MyCity (Helsinki City 2021). 

 

Helsinki City aims to improve parity in participatory budgeting also by forming alliances of 

cooperation with civil society organizations that represent or work together with less powerful 

groups in the city. These cooperation alliances with organizations play a key role in the strategy 

for improving parity in MyCity (Municipal Board 2018; 2020), however these organization 

representatives have not been included as part of MyCity evaluations before. 

 



 3 

In this MA thesis, I aim to dive deeper into the fundamental and urgent questions of participation 

and inclusion in MyCity. I am looking at how MyCity approaches parity (in Finnish: 

yhdenvertaisuus). My aim is to clarify what kind of equality and equity driven goals and 

measures have been set for the initiative. I do this by studying the official documents that guide 

and define parity actions in MyCity: The Guiding Principles for MyCity round 2020–2022 

(Municipal Board 2020) and the Parity Plan for MyCity (Helsinki City 2021). With the help of 

the literature, I examine where goals in equality and equity may be supporting one another and 

when these goals may be contradictory or pull in opposite directions.  

 

In addition, I want to produce unique knowledge on the perceptions of the cooperation 

organization representatives on the realization of equal participation opportunities for the least 

privileged citizens in MyCity.  I interview five organization representatives qualitatively in order 

to explore whether their perceptions in participation opportunities align with the goals and 

actions set by MyCity organizers. 

 

The main two research questions I pose are: 

 

1. What different equity and equality goals and actions can be identified from the key 
documents of the MyCity? How might – or might not these complement, overlap or 
conflict with one another?  

 

1. According to minority organization representatives, to what extent did the equal 
participation opportunities materialize for the less privileged citizens in MyCity? 

 

In the parts below I first guide the reader into the literature on democracy innovations and 

participatory budgeting. In the chapter “introduction to participatory budgeting” I introduce 

functions for democracy innovations and talk about the history. I provide a definition for 

Participatory Budgeting, and introduce Helsinki City participatory budgeting initiative, MyCity, 

as the case study for this thesis. 

Part three introduces the data and the analysis. The research data is twofold; in the first part I am 

looking into a defining political document from the Municipal Board of Helsinki that determines 

the frames for the realization of MyCity. In addition, I analyze a specific parity plan made for the 
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initiative. The latter part consists of five qualitative interviews of minority organization employees 

and two background interviews with minority organization members to hear their perspectives on 

less privileged citizens participation opportunities in MyCity.  I introduce qualitative content 

analysis as the main method for analyzing this data. 

Part four is committed for the analysis; first the policy documents and second the NGO 

representative interviews. In part five I discuss findings from this study. Part six is devoted to the 

conclusions. Here I also make three recommendations for Helsinki City organizers to improve 

equity in MyCity.   
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PART 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Introduction to participatory budgeting 
Participatory budgeting– the participatory innovation under scrutiny in this MA thesis – is one 

democracy innovation among many. In this thesis I refer to participatory budgeting also with an 

abbreviation: PB. In this chapter I will introduce PB as a democracy innovation. At first, I’ll 

describe the many functions and expectations set for democracy innovations, next I introduce the 

long connections with participatory budgeting and social justice movement. In chapter 2.1.3. I 

locate PB in deliberative democracy theory and last, I will introduce Helsinki city participatory 

budgeting – MyCity – as the case study for this MA thesis.  

 

2.1.1. Functions of democracy innovations 
Participatory budgeting is a democracy innovation that gives ordinary citizens authority on how 

the common funds are being used (Baiocchi & Ganuza 2017). Helsinki City, the capital of 

Finland, is one of the many cities that has chosen to run participatory budgeting. With launching 

the Helsinki PB initiative, MyCity, the capital rides a global trend: participatory budgeting 

among other democracy innovations, has become extremely popular around the world during the 

past few decades. 

 

Democracy innovations have become popular at a time when people’s interest towards 

traditional political participation and trust towards governments and institutions have declined 

significantly (Dias & Simone 2018). Dias and Simone (2018, 17) write: “The historic right to 

free political choice [...] has undergone such a wide and accelerated devaluation”. This 

participation crisis of representative democracy has raised concerns on the legitimacy of the 

system; and further: the future of our democracies. Legitimacy comes from popular support: a 

democratic body gains its mandate by the vote of the majority of the people. People’s inaction, 

the lack of participation, is problematic for the system, since it invalidates the mandate – when 

the minority of the people are making the decisions for the majority of the society, legitimacy of 
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the democracy is questionable. (E.g. Meriluoto & Litmanen 2019; Baiocchi & Ganuza 2017; 

Beauvais and Baechtiger 2016, 2.) 

 

The ones that choose to vote, are not representing the society at large; political activity and 

inactivity are not spread evenly among social groups. Political participation is biased indeed: 

generally speaking, the more privileged, higher income and educated citizens participate more. 

At the same time the non-participation in politics is not spread equally between different social 

groups, people in low incomes are less active in political engagement and display less trust in the 

institutions and processes of democracy. (Dacombe & Parvin 2021; Dacombe 2021). The lack of 

representation of the non-participating groups is problematic. Dacombe and Parvin (2021, 154) 

ask “whether poorer citizens experience a lower quality of democracy than more affluent 

individuals”? At the same time political participation is more and more polarized. Additionally, 

disinformation is causing increasing polarization between social groups and distrust towards 

authorities.  

 

Participatory initiatives have been seen as a solution to these numerous challenges of the crisis of 

democracy. Giving people more straightforward power on issues related to them is believed to 

revitalize the citizens and improve the legitimacy of our system (Meriluoto & Litmanen 2019). 

Many have also held an aspiration that participatory budgeting could make democracy more 

accessible to everyone (Meriluoto & Litmanen 2019) and improve equity (Pape & Lerner 

2016).  Participatory innovations seek societal revitalization: increasing participation 

opportunities are believed to empower and increase the feeling of inclusion of citizens, especially 

within the less powerful groups in the society (Meriluoto & Limanen 2019; Walker et al 2015). 

Giving citizens more opportunities to be part and have a say in collective issues and decisions, is 

believed to transform them to be more politically active (Walker et al 2015) and capable of 

governing themselves in complex issues (Jäske 2018). As a by-product of increased 

participation, the feeling of trust between the citizens and governors improves, leading to the 

increase of the legitimacy of the government. The co-creation of public matters with a more 

diverse group of people is also expected to result in better informed decisions and policies. 

(Meriluoto & Litmanen 2019.) 
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Walker and others (2015, 7) write: “Many have come to see participation as a remedy for a 

variety of the organizational and political problems that have emerged in complex, differentiated 

modern societies”. Participation has indeed become a tool for solving numerous issues in 

contemporary societies, leading to an exponential increase of democracy innovations around the 

world. Some call this phenomenon a “deliberative turn” of politics (e.g. Bherer et al 2016). Dias 

and Simone (2018, 19–21) estimated that there were almost 8000 PB initiatives around the world 

back in 2018. Next, I look into the history of participatory budgeting.  

 

2.1.2 PB origins in social justice movement 
Participatory budgeting originated in Brazil in the 1970’s and 80’s. The most known early Pb 

initiative that took place in Porto Alegre in the late 80’s, and it became famous especially for its 

impact in increasing social justice and redistributing wealth to the ones most in need (Ganuza & 

Baiocchi 2012; Pape and Lerner 2016; Sintomer et al 2013). In Porto Alegre, PB was used to 

direct funds to provide services for the least privileged. These improvements included funding of 

the most basic services including sanitation, like water and sewage systems; paving roads; school 

programs; building new public housing units; creating more public transport. In Porto Alegre, the 

improvements financed by PB benefitted especially the communities with the greatest needs. 

(E.g. Pape & Lerner 2016.) The success stories from Porto Alegre started the expansion of PB 

first to hundreds of Brazilian cities and then further to other parts of the world (Ganuza & 

Baiocchi 2012). According to Ganuza and Baiocchi (2012) a drastic change in the PB models 

took place in the early 1990’s when PB spread from Latin America to Europe. Since then, PB 

“traveled as a politically neutral device, one that could improve governance and generate trust in 

government” (ibid 2012, 2). 

 

In the early times of PB, the social justice movement: the civil society organizations and left-

wing activists, had a key role in experimenting and establishing the new initiative (Pape & 

Lerner 2016; Ganuza & Baiocchi 2012.) It was progressive movements that called for mass 

participation and civic inclusion that would have the potential to challenge traditional decision 

making. Participatory initiatives were a radical tool that helped to generate inclusive social 

policy. (Walker et al 2015.) 
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Critical scholars like Ernesto Ganuza and Gianpalo Baiocchi (2012; 2017; 2019) highlight that 

what we see as PB today has numerous variations in practices and influence. Today, PB 

initiatives are operating under very different contexts and initiated by various actors from the 

public sector to corporate actors (Ganuza & Baiocchi 2017; Dias & Simone 2018). Scholars 

argue: the PB implementations we see in the Western part of the globe today, are very reduced 

and simplified versions of their Latin American predecessors and often lost their capacity to 

enforce structural changes that were the foundation of both empowering citizens and the success 

of changes in Porto Alegre (Ganuza & Baiocchi 2012, Allegretti & Copello 2018; Sintomer et al 

2013). In Europe PB has mostly been introduced as a top-down led initiative that was limited in 

restricted areas, in small scale budgets, or consultative power (Allegretti & Copello 2018). Also, 

the connection to civil society organizations has changed drastically (Ganuza and Baiocchi 

2012), the fundamental cooperative and inclusive elements of PB in Brazil were not included 

when replicating the concept to other countries (Allegretti & Copello 2018). 

 

Critical scholars challenge the success discourse of democracy innovations by reminding the new 

wave of public participation is emerging at a time where more and more decisions that influence 

people's everyday lives are made outside the traditional democratic decision-making bodies, like 

in international organizations (Ganuza & Baiocchi 2017, 2019; Dias & Simone 2018). There is 

“a mismatch between scales of democracy and scales of decision making” as Baiocchi and 

Ganuza (2017, 6) fraise it. Walker, MacQuarrie and Lee (2015) point out the rise of participation 

is coinciding with neoliberal turn in policy making and has gained success together with vast 

increase of socioeconomic inequalities of wealth and income. The authors (Walker et al 2015; 

Ganuza & Baiocchi 2017) describe new public participation as something that is initiated and led 

by elite actors and concerning issues in limited areas. Democracy innovations today hold merely 

symbolic power, and the initiatives have been criticized for failing to address questions of 

politics, power and inequality (Ganuza and Baiocchi 2012; Walker et al 2015). These critical 

scholars suggest participatory innovations today are more and more in place to regain legitimacy 

of the decision making (ibid). Ganuza and Baiocchi (2017, 77) write: “Public participation has 

become a globalized instrument for any administration to be used against the destabilizing 

tendencies within representative democracy itself, guaranteeing governments greater 

legitimacy.”  
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2.1.3. PB as a democracy innovation, in the context of deliberative democracy 

theory 
In the chapter below I first locate increased participation in the theories of democracy and after 

provide some clarity on how scholars define democracy innovations and participatory budgeting. 

In the end I will briefly introduce and discuss the key terms I have chosen to use in this thesis.  

 

Democracy innovations, like participatory budgeting are connected to both deliberative 

democracy theory and participatory democracy theory. “Deliberative” and “participatory” 

innovations are often used as synonyms in the literature. O’Flynn (2019) however highlights that 

there is a difference between the origins of these two terms. The first one – deliberative 

democracy – highlights free citizens exchanging views together and landing to a shared 

conclusion. Deliberative democracy theory explains the conditions which help people to 

deliberate, come to a common understanding about an issue: people should be given access to 

information and be encouraged to share point of views with diverse groups of people. With the 

help of accessible information and sharing perspectives, people can weigh different aspects of 

the discussion and adjust their positions and preferences. The aim is to land in well thought 

decisions together. (O’Flynn 2019; Meriluoto & Litmanen 2019, 16.) Participatory democracy, 

on the other hand, highlights the empowerment of citizens, the aim is to gain active citizens that 

choose to take political action by participation. For O’Flynn, participation is connected to deeper 

structural change that enables the creation of a profoundly participatory society (O’Flynn 2019, 

38–40). 

 

Graham Smith, one of the pioneers of writing about democracy innovations, defines democratic 

innovations as: “institutions that have been specifically designed to increase and deepen citizen 

participation in the political decision-making process” (Smith 2009, 1). More recently scholars 

have complemented the definition to include also “processes”, not only institutions as 

innovations; newness or freshness of the initiative and emphasized the importance of influence 

of the initiative as well as the citizens’ role as active deliberators (Elstub & Escobar 2019, 14–

16). Democracy innovations take many forms, that include deliberative mini- publics, 

participatory budgeting, collaborative governance, and referenda and initiatives (Elstub & 
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Escobar 2019). Participatory budgeting is likely the most known of the democracy innovations 

(Dias 2018) and the most researched democracy innovation (Elstub and Escobar (2019). 

 

Participatory budgeting is a “democratic innovation based on the simple premise that ordinary 

citizens should have a say in how public budgets are decided.” (Baiocchi and Ganuza 2017, 18). 

Sintomer et al (2013) provide five points of criteria that help clarify what participatory budgeting 

is. According to these criteria, participatory budgeting… 

 

1. has a primarily focus on budget allocation 

2. includes a possibility for influence on wider topics, for example by adding a city-level to 

the decision making 

3. occurs frequently; participatory budgeting cannot be one off project by nature, but it 

needs to be repeated 

4. citizens need to have access to have a connection with one another, an element of 

deliberation needs to be included. 

5. accountability – some established ways to communicate with the people about the 

progress of the process. 

 

In this thesis I use deliberative innovations as a synonym for democracy innovations - choice that 

also many scholars have taken. When it comes to participatory budgeting, I use both the full 

word as well as the abbreviation: PB. The choices in the terminology around equality and equity 

took some reflection – especially since even if this MA thesis is written in English, the data I 

studied as well as descriptions of MyCity were all in Finnish. In the Finnish language there are 

no separate words for equality and equity, and the terms are often mixed with another. The 

closest translations are “tasa-arvo”, “yhdenvertaisuus”, and “oikeudenmukaisuus”. The first one 

is mostly linked to equality; the following have connotations of both equality and equity. The last 

one refers to fair, equitable sharing of resources. (Kielitoimisto 2021.) One of the core aims of 

this thesis is to distinguish differences in approaches in equity and equality. I have chosen to use 

the word parity when I refer to the more vague Finnish equivalents of equality and equity. 
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Helsinki – the capital of Finland – is one of the many cities that have chosen to run a 

participatory budgeting programme. This initiative has a strong emphasis on parity. Next, I’ll 

introduce how participatory budgeting arrived in Finland and then dive more detailly on the case 

of Helsinki City PB.  

 

2.1.4. MyCity – Helsinki City PB 
Participatory budgeting is a rather new phenomenon in Finland. PB trials have grown rapidly in 

the country during the past decade. In 2015 a new Finnish Local Government Act 22 was issued, 

laying the legal foundation for participatory innovations. The Act 22 states that the municipality 

must ensure that the residents are invited to participate and that they can influence the activities 

of the municipality (Finlex 2015). Other influencers for the increased participation in Finland 

include OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) as well as the 

European Union (Meriluoto & Litmanen 2019). 

Helsinki was one of the first cities in Finland to pilot PB. Back in 2013 the city launched a PB 

initiative for the youth, called “Ruutibudjetti”. Within Ruutibudjetti, youth were invited to ideate 

development initiatives, but the final decisions on the budget spending was done by the 

organizers. (Boldt 2021.) Some elements of participatory budgeting were used also in the 

planning of the Helsinki Central Library, Oodi in 2012 (Rask et al 2020). In 2018 Helsinki City 

decided to start a PB process for all citizens. This initiative was named MyCity. The first round 

of MyCity kicked off in 2019. Remarkably, all citizens over 12 years of age were invited to 

brainstorm, comment and vote on improvement ideas and projects in the city. During the first 

round OmaStadi had a budget of 4.4. million euros. The second participatory budgeting round, 

for the years 2020–2022 started in October 2020. This time the city budgeted 8.8 million Euros 

from the city budget to PB (MyCity 2020), which is 0,18% of the yearly Helsinki City budget. 

MyCity process and practices 

The literature around participatory budgeting and inclusion often discusses how the actions of 

inclusion can be tied in the PB design and more specifically in the different parts of the PB 

process. Also, in this thesis I will reflect equality and equity actions of MyCity in the different 

phases of the process. To provide clarity, I will introduce the different MyCity process stages 
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detailly here. According to the MyCity instructions, the process on the round 2020–2022 

consisted of four main stages: ideation, co-creation, decision making and implementation 

(OmaStadi 2020). However, I have chosen to add recruitment – meaning different considerations 

and procedures around whether the people that need to be there are present and how to include 

them – as a pre-stage in the process. This is because literature in the field highlights recruitment 

as one key measure affecting equality and equity of democracy innovations (Karpowitz & 

Raphael 2016; Moscrop & Warren 2016; Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016). 

In Helsinki, the full PB process takes almost two years in total, it started with ideation in October 

2020 and the realization will be done during year 2022 (MyCity 2021). The process stages were 

following: 

1. Recruitment. This was the pre-process where participants were recruited to participate. 

Also, choices on how different social group’s participation will or will not be supported 

were taken.   

2. Ideation. For the participants, the process started with an open invitation to brainstorm 

ideas on how to improve the city with 8,8 million Euros. The ideas were submitted 

through a digital platform, MyCity. This time, the ideation phase took place in October 

2020. (MyCity 2021.) Citizens had an opportunity to leave comments on other’s ideas on 

the platform. Afterwards, the MyCity employees went through the ideas, classified them 

in themes (Rask & Ertiö 2020) and selected out the ones that do not fulfill the criteria1 

and forward them to the next phase. 

3. Co-Creation. The brainstorming phase was followed by a co-creation process, where the 

citizens' ideas were further developed into proposals in cooperation with experts from the 

city (MyCity 2020). Rask and others (2020, 9) split this phase into three categories: in the 

planning phase, similar ideas were combined into one idea. Next, these ideas were 

improved in the co-creation workshops together with the city employees. Ideas turned 

into proposals in these workshops. In the end of the co-creation phase, the city experts 

 
1 According to MyCity (2021) PB ideas, proposals and money allocation follows certain criteria: money is allocated 
according to the size of population; 80% of the money is divided between the 7 districts, 20% for ideas that cover 
the full city. In addition, the ideas realized shall: follow the finnish law; take place within the jurisdiction of the city; 
one cannot hire permanent staff, it focuses on projects, not on permanent changes; cannot resist the land use plan or 
current decisions; cannot ask funds for organizations outside the city; one proposal can reserve only 50% of the 
funds allocated to an area; each proposal funded will need to be at least worth 35000€.  
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estimated the pricing of the proposals. (Rask and Ertiö 2020, 9.) Proposals that met the 

city criteria [see footnote] moved on to the decision-making stage. This phase started in 

December 2020 and lasted until April 2021. 

4. Decision making. Citizens were given a chance to vote for their favorite proposals in the 

so-called decision-making stage. This took place in October 2021. All citizens aged 12 

and over were allowed to vote. Each citizen has one vote that includes proposals in their 

district as well as separate ideas for the full city. In order to vote, one had to use a strong 

identification method, such as an online banking ID to register. Lately the city also 

included a face-to-face option for voting: one was able vote in person together with an 

assigned employee in certain locations in the city. Each citizen could vote for ideas to 

meet the budget of their local area as well as support an idea that benefits the full city. 

(MyCity 2021.) 

5. Implementation. In this process phase the 8.8. million budget was shared among the 

winning proposals located in the seven major districts of Helsinki. The amount was 

divided according to the population of the districts. Part of the sum was also reserved for 

projects that consider all Helsinki. The proposals that won the vote, will be realized by 

the city during 2022 and 2023. (MyCity 2021.) 

 

Image 1: MyCity process stages 

 

Image 1: MyCity process (source: own) 



 14 

Emphasis on parity 

MyCity has had a special emphasis on parity from the very start of the initiative. The mandate 

for parity comes from the Helsinki City strategy published in 2016. This strategy includes three 

principles about citizens participation that are: “the utilization of the knowledge and expertise of 

individuals and communities, facilitating independent activities and creating equal participation 

opportunities” (Municipal Board 2018). When PB was about to start in Helsinki in 2018, the 

Municipal Executive Board of Helsinki stated that the “goal of participatory budgeting is to 

improve citizen’s opportunities for influence, to advance equality and improve understanding on 

how the city functions'' (Municipal Board 2018). Mechanisms to reach these goals were put in 

place already when planning the initiative. As a major step, the city introduced Borough Liaisons 

(Finnish: stadiluotsit), to advise residents with matters around MyCity. Each of the seven city 

districts were assigned a Borough Liaison to assist citizens locally during the process. Another 

key tactic for the city to reach minority groups was to establish alliances with minority 

organizations and communities. The Municipal Executive Board of Helsinki concluded in the 

founding principles of the initiative: “cooperation alliances with organizations and communities 

will be agreed, and these alliances are in place to support the reach of more diverse audiences 

and support them to be part of PB” (Helsinki City 2018). The MyCity cooperation organizations 

work with minority citizens in different areas, like: youth, students, elderly people, unemployed, 

disabled citizens, caregivers, homeless, mental health rehabilitators, alcoholics and drug addicts, 

as well as language and religious minorities.  

 

Despite the good intentions and efforts, according to the final evaluation of the first round of 

MyCity, there is still a lot to do to improve equity in the initiative. According to the report, goals 

in parity were “far from being realized and raised disagreements” (Rask et al 2020, 22). The 

evaluation highlights that less privileged groups were under-represented in all stages of the 

process (Rask et al 2020). The research group advised to keep equality as “a central tenet” in the 

initiative (Rask et al 2020, 7). There was one group that surprised with a high level of activity in 

the first round of Helsinki PB: young citizens (Rask et al 2020). Anniina Riikonen, who studied 

youth participation in MyCity concludes that PB in Helsinki managed to generate positive 

political influencing experiences for the youth (Riikonen 2021). According to Riikonen (ibid), it 
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was notable that MyCity was willing to listen to young people and promote the wellbeing of 

citizens.  

 

2.2. Equality and equity in participatory budgeting 
Sociologists have for decades highlighted how age, education, and social class affect people's 

political participation (e.g., Gallego 2007). Social scientists are aware of participation being 

biased: political activity and power tend to accumulate in the hands of the more privileged 

citizens. Income, wealth, education, and time all correlate positively with political activity, 

leading to the less affluent groups in the society participating less in politics. (Dacombe 2021.) 

Representation in participation is also one of the core dilemmas and criticisms of participatory 

innovations. The research on democracy innovations likewise indicates that participation most 

attracts citizens that were previously active, for example through political parties (Christensen et 

al 2016). Concerns about reaching diverse participation are valid; if no additional attention is 

paid to the inclusion of the least privileged, their participation may remain lacking. According to 

Smith (2009) inclusion is one of the fundamental elements of democratic legitimacy and 

therefore efforts on inclusion are expected from all democracy innovations.  

  

Simply complementing the traditional democracies with deliberative innovations seems not to be 

enough to attract truly diverse participation; the scholars highlight that merely adding new 

opportunities for participation is not enough to guarantee that everyone gets on board in a fair 

way (Smith 2009). Therefore, inclusion should refer not only to the invitation but also to the 

mechanism that secure influence. Beauvais and Beachtiger (2016, 2) write: “those affected by 

decisions must have equal opportunities to participate, and equal (or fair) influence over the 

outcomes of discourse”. For Smith (2009,12), too, inclusiveness has two aspects: “presence and 

voice”. Carolyne Abdullah, Christopher F. Karpowitz and Chad Raphael (2016) suggest equality 

and equity can be used as standpoints to approach inclusion in participation. These two values 

are intertwined and yet conflicting (Beauvais & Beachtiger 2016); equality and equity both 

represent different perspectives on how to approach inclusion and how fairness in participation 

can be achieved. A key reflection is that equality and equity approaches in participation can 
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produce quite different outcomes in participant compositions as well as in the results of the 

initiatives (Abdullah et al 2016).  

  

In this chapter, I will introduce the reader to current literature that combines the questions on 

equality and equity with democracy innovations, including PB. I will first explain what is meant 

by equality and equity and how these two values differ from one another. I continue by focusing 

on equality and equity actions in the core areas of PB design* (*see process descriptions in 

chapter 2.1.3.). Equality and equity actions in the recruitment, ideation, and co-creation phases 

include measures to support the presence and perspectives of all participants to be heard. In the 

decision making and realization -phases the focus is on how fairness is achieved in spending 

decisions. In the last chapter, I summarize the findings from the literature about equality and 

equity choices in different aspects of the institutional design of PB. 

 

2.2.1. Equality and equity – intertwined, overlapping and conflicting concepts 
Equality and equity are two different, yet intertwined values that can often be conflated with 

another and have often been used as synonyms, even when the values can be contradictory 

(Beauvais & Beachtiger 2016).  Equality and equity refer to two different, even contradictory 

values. With Martha McCoy’s words: “both equity and equality are principles related to fairness, 

but they are not the same thing“ (McCoy in Abdullah et al 2016b, 2). 

 

Equality is connected to giving each individual and each group of people the same opportunities 

and resources, independent of the person's background. Beauvais and Baechtiger (2016, 1) write 

that the value of equality is “universal” and “moral” and refers to the “fundamental sameness of 

common humanity”. Moscrop and Warren (2016, 2) point out that equality is connected to 

citizenship in democracy theory; for instance giving each individual the same rights to political 

participation, to vote, freedom of speech, access to education, justice in front of the law,.. 

Everyone shall have equal access to these universal rights, regardless of the person’s background 

or social or economic status. 

 

With democracy innovations, equality is connected to equal treatment: Abdullah et al (2016, 3) 

highlight that equality “emphasizes the need to treat all deliberators the same, regardless of their 
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power (or lack thereof) outside of the deliberative forum.” According to the authors, equality in 

deliberative processes is achieved when the “background inequalities are put aside, bracketed, or 

neutralized in a discussion” (ibid 2016, 3). This is what Beauvais and Baechtiger (2016, 1) mean 

when they say equality means “abstracting from social circumstances”.  

 

Equity on the other hand recognizes each person has their unique background that may promote 

or alternatively hinder one’s opportunities and access for participation and power in the society. 

In the current sociological debates, it is widely understood that an individual's background can 

lead to privilege – or the lack of it. Contemporary social science acknowledges different sources 

of inequality are not only additive, but they are overlapping and intersecting. A concept known 

as intersectionality helps to see how intersecting elements in individual’s background can lead 

into increased discrimination. (e.g., Collins & Bilge 2016.) One can argue: possibilities and 

resources should be shared according to each person’s needs – only through considerations of 

equity a just outcome can be reached. This is also what Beauvais and Beachtiger (2016, 1) mean 

when they write: “just distributions of power and resources, requires attending to social 

circumstances”.  

 

In the context of democracy innovations equity means “taking into account the advantages and 

disadvantages that have shaped participants’ experiences, which may require treating participants 

differently in order to create conditions that achieve fair deliberation and decisions” (Abdullah et 

al 2016, 1). Equity is implemented in solutions of creating opportunities for participation for 

everyone. Equity considerations include mechanisms of supporting participation of the less 

privileged groups. According to Pape and Lerner (2016, 3), in the context of PB, equity shall also 

be reflected in the resulting outcomes. According to the authors, equity is: “1) decision- making 

that is accessible to, inclusive of, and empowers the most disenfranchised members of a given 

community; and 2) spending decisions that allocate resources to communities with the greatest 

need“ (Ibid 2016, 3). Equity in the outcomes of participatory budgeting is connected to ideals of 

social justice (Moscrop & Warren 2016). 

 

A classic image on the differences in equality and equity visualizes how sometimes giving 

everyone the same support can be useless from the point of view of the least privileged (this 
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version of the image is made by Angus Maquire 2016). In the picture each baseball fan is first 

given equally the same support (box to stand on) to observe the game behind the fence, leading 

to the shortest participants seeing nothing. In the next shot, the boxes are shared equitably: for 

everyone according to their need, enabling everyone to watch the game leading to everyone 

being able to observe the game. The equitable distribution of support is necessary to provide 

each fan an equal opportunity to observe the game.  

 

Image 2: Equality and Equity  

 

Image 2: Equality and Equity (Macquire 2016) 

 

Equal – and same – treatment of everyone can seem fair at the first glance, but in democracy 

innovation it can result in replicating the existing inequalities in participation and influence. The 

effects on choices between equity and equality approaches can be enlightened by example from 

participant recruitment: if recruitment is approached from an equality point of view – by treating 

people the same – it tends to favor the privileged ones. Moscrop and Warren (2016, 5) write: 

“self-selection will tend to mirror social inequalities, favoring those with education, money, and 
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social status”. Next, I’ll introduce how literature talks about equality and equity considerations in 

the recruitment of democracy innovations. 

 

2.2.2. Dilemmas of inclusion: accountability versus access 
Inclusion is vital for the justification and purpose of democracy innovations. However, it’s not 

always clear what is meant by inclusion; the ideal can be rationalized at least from two 

contradictory perspectives. On the one hand, inclusion of all affected citizens – even the passive 

ones – is a key to the legitimacy of the innovation. On the other hand, the formal equalities – 

giving each individual an indistinguishable opportunity to take part – are deeply connected to the 

most fundamental principles of democracy. Beauvais and Beachtiger (2016, 2) argue for the first 

perspective: “democratic legitimacy is predicated upon the inclusion of those affected by 

decisions in processes of decision-making”. This means that those affected by the decisions 

should be included in the decision making; and therefore, in the decisions affecting us all, the 

legitimacy of the decision is connected to the inclusion of a group of people that represent the 

society at large. As discussed in the chapters above, this premise is not met in our societies 

today, leading to the legitimacy crisis of democracies. Scholars acknowledge that less privileged 

groups tend to face more barriers to participation and have fewer skills and abilities required for 

taking political action. Hence, if background inequalities are not considered, there is a concern 

that democracy innovations ” reflect the preferences and priorities of those who have relative 

advantages” (Moscrop & Warren 2016, 5). And furthermore, there is a valid risk of democracy 

innovations reproducing and replicating the existing inequalities in the society (Adbullah et al 

2016; Christensen & Jämsä 2018; Karpowitz & Raphael 2016; Smith 2009, Moscrop &Warren 

2016, 5; Bondesson 2020). At the same time Moscrop and Warren (2016, 3) remind us that 

formal equalities are essential for the accountability of democracy innovations; according to the 

authors equal – meaning similar – opportunities for participation make deliberation 

“democratic”.           

                                    

These two contradictory views set the landscape for a debate on whether to take participants’ 

backgrounds into account when designing democracy innovations. Scholars agree that 

participant selection is one of the key measures to tackle background differences, when 

desirable. (Karpowitz & Raphael 2016; Moscrop & Warren 2016; Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016). 
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The choices on recruitment both define the composition and diversity of the deliberative body 

and influence the results of the initiative. Next, I’ll present some different ways of organizing 

participant recruitment that all have different emphases and influence on equality and equity. 

The most traditional way of organizing participant recruitment in democracy innovation is to 

open the initiative to all citizens. This open method for participant selection is called self-

selection and it emphasizes the equality of all participants (Smith 2009; Karpowitz & Raphael 

2016, Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016.) Self-selection is a way to invite all citizens to join by their 

choice by providing open and similar participation opportunities for everyone. The justification 

of self-selection as a participant recruitment method is connected to the equal distributions of 

political rights: formal equalities are “essential for accountability” (Moscrop & Warren 2016, 2). 

However, democracy innovations that emphasize equality in participant recruitment and are 

formally open to all are not immune to the structural inequality patterns in the society; the risk 

with self-selection is that citizens with more privilege in education, resources, civic skills, and 

social status get overrepresented. (Moscrop & Warren 2016; Karpowitz & Raphael 2016.) If 

democracy innovation depends on self-selection only, there is a risk that background inequalities 

may prevent the less privileged participants from joining in the first place (Karpowitz & Raphael 

2016). 

  

Equity-based approaches aim to shift these biases of participation in democracy innovations. 

With an equity perspective on participant selection, the organizers make a special effort to 

consider who and what kind of backgrounds are represented, what communities are reached and, 

importantly, who is missing. Equity-based inclusion would consider different background factors 

such as genders, ethnicities, ages, languages, socio-economic groups, and so forth (Moscrop & 

Warren 2016) and the aim is to reach a diverse representation of participants. Moscrop and 

Warren (2016) talk in favor of an approach where the organizers of an initiative focus on who is 

most influenced by a topic and guarantee that these individuals and groups are invited to be part 

of the process and be heard. This approach is called the standpoint of affectedness (Moscrop & 

Warren 2016; see also Karpowitz & Raphael 2016). This approach has been criticized as 

complicated to realize in practice (Karpowitz & Raphael 2016). 
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How could participant recruitment of democracy innovation then be organized so that it’s both 

emphasizing the democratic value of welcoming all, and at the same time acknowledging certain 

groups may need additional support to be able to join? Karpowitz and Raphael (2016, 6–7) have 

a suggestion: an open forum for all, that relies mostly on self-selection, could be made more 

equitable by seeing some extra effort to motivate and mobilize potentially underrepresented 

groups separately by other means. This can be done so that while at the same time welcoming 

everyone who likes to join, also actively recruiting those who are not likely to show up. This 

strategy can include contacting organizations and networks that reach the less privileged and 

underrepresented groups as well as hosting gatherings and meetings in areas where the less 

powerful citizens live. (ibid.) Karpowitz and Raphael (2016, 6) call this approach “Open 

invitation and affirmative recruitment of under-represented “. The authors point out that if these 

recruitment strategies are successful and a diverse group of participants decides to join, the ideal 

of inclusion can be successful. The authors (Karpowitz and Raphael 2016 3-4) talk in favor of 

the over-representation of the least powerful groups, to secure representation in democracy 

innovations. 

  

The tensions between equality and equity approach are not limited to participant recruitment, just 

access to participation does not guarantee fairness in contributions. In Smith’s (2009, 21) words: 

“[s]imply being present does not necessarily mean that citizens will be willing or able to make 

their views known”. In the next chapter, I guide the reader to choices in equality and equity 

during the ideation and co-creation phases of the process. 

 

2.2.3. Supporting disempowered voices in deliberation 
The questions around equality and equity in participation are not limited to participant 

recruitment; scholars highlight that even with granted access, the less privileged groups may face 

hindrances in getting their opinions heard. Different voices may be given different levels of 

authority in social situations and not all people may have the same abilities and skills to 

participate. Hence, the less privileged citizens may need additional support, organization or 

representation to actually get their voices heard during the deliberation. (Moscrop & Warren 

2016, Abdullah et al 2016; Smith 2009.) Therefore, compensatory mechanisms (or affirmative 
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action of the least privileged (Bondesson 2020)) could be needed to overcome the problem of 

background inequalities and truly grant fair access to participation for everyone.  

 

According to Moscrop and Warren (2016, 5) there is a chance to “fail democracy”, if the 

democracy innovations lack mechanisms to support the participation of the least powerful. The 

fundamental risk here, again, is that if we don’t take the participant’s background inequalities in 

account in the process of deliberative innovations, the resulting policies and improvements can 

reflect the preferences of the privileged ones and yet result in replicating the unequal power 

dynamics in the society (E.g. Moscrop & Warren 2016, Abdullah et al 2016; Smith 2009; 

Bondesson 2020). 

 

There are no simple answers on how to improve equity in the process of participatory budgeting. 

The research here is also limited, as Moscrop and Warren (2016, 2) point out:  

whereas equality is operated by the political units responsible for the civic rights, equity is harder 

to grasp and formalize since it requires tuning into each individual's circumstances. This has led 

into a lack of theoretical integrations of equity in the field. However, research suggests that well-

designed and well-moderated democracy innovations can help diminish the background 

inequalities (Bondesson 2020). The process and practices of participatory innovations can 

support or alternatively hinder the least privileged voices from getting heard.  

Therefore, considerations in equality and equity should be present when designing and adjusting 

the process, institutional rules and practices of participatory innovations. (Abdullah et al 2016; 

Moscrop & Warren 2016; Beauvais & Beachtiger 2016). Considering equity may need some 

attentional effort from the practitioners, since “equality often translates as a norm in group-

process design” (MacCoy in Abdullah et al 2016b, 4). 

 

Literature focuses on suggesting considerations on how to make sure less privileged group’s 

perspectives are becoming visible. Suggestions include making sure less powerful group’s ideas 

make it to the agenda (Moscrop & Warren 2016), communication that attracts the least 

privileged (Pape & Lerner 2016) and including an element of deliberation (Beauvais & 

Baechtiger 2016; O’Flynn 2019). Scholars point out that bringing a diverse group together to 

change opinions and views over an issue, can help overcome differences and advance the 
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perspectives of the less privileged (ibid). However, just bringing people together does not secure 

fair distribution on chances to speak nor guarantee different views getting heard. Therefore, 

several scholars talk in favor of well-considered facilitation as a way of supporting processes that 

are more inclusive for all (Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016, Pape & Lerner 2016, 5; Mc Coy in 

Abdullah et al 2016b; Abdullah et al 2016b, Asenbaum 2016). Facilitator's role can be key in 

running processes where each opinion is given space and no single voice dominates the others. A 

competent facilitator could use techniques that “actively promote contributions from non-

dominant participants and encourage thorough questioning of prevalent understandings of 

issues'” (Abdullah et al 2016, 2) – a skilled facilitator can diminish the effects of internal 

hierarchies and social identities in the process (Asenbaum 2016). Well planned facilitation could 

be used to enhance both equality and equity goals: the facilitator can make sure everyone gets a 

turn to speak (equal right to speak) and make differing views in the debate heard (equity) 

(Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016). 

     

Another topic influencing equality and equity in ideation and co-creation is whether it takes 

place face-to-face or online. Online access can be seen either as a benefit or limitation for 

participation. On one hand, online participation requires access to a device and internet 

connection – both elements that can limit participation, especially in the less affluent groups and 

certain age groups. On the other hand, digital platforms may attract users that otherwise wouldn’t 

attend in an activity due to social, time or place restrictions. Face-to-face deliberation has been 

seen as more effective than purely online deliberation for achieving the goals of equality and 

equity (Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016). The authors remind about inequalities in technological 

skills and access to the internet, that both can affect the inability to access deliberation online. 

Also, Christensen et al (2016) study results indicated that face-to-face gatherings could improve 

the voice of the lower educated and less politically active citizens. A number of other scholars 

focus on the power of algorithms in online deliberation; these scholars highlight that the 

algorithms in the PB online platforms have a lot of power to define who’s idea gets visibility 

among the users. (e.g. Laruaelle 2021; Rosenfeld & Talmon 2021). 

 

Decision making is one crucial aspect of granting equality and equity (Moscrop & Warren 2016). 

It seems crucial that the planners of a PB initiative consider how to make sure everyone's voice 



 24 

gets heard in the decision-making phase. According to Allegretti and Copello (2018) there are 

several ways to improve decision making that can benefit the least powerful. These measures 

include methodologies for giving equity labels for ideas to guide the voting phase (ibid).  

 

The literature concludes: special focus is needed to understand how inequalities may affect 

participation opportunities and how that could be tackled. Special focus is necessary also for 

avoiding potential backlashes: poorly planned equity measures risk leading to stigmatization of 

the most vulnerable (Abdullah et al 2016, 5; Abdullah et al  2016,1) and may lock people to 

disadvantageous social identities (Bondesson 2020). Therefore Karpowitz and Raphael (2016) 

introduce a concept on perspectives bearers. Instead of securing participation from certain social 

groups, the organizers could focus on ensuring all relevant perspective holders are heard. 

Martinez Palacios (2016) suggests intersectional approaches could help to democratize more 

equitably. The author (2016, 358-359) writes “in order to democratize inclusively, it is necessary 

to export complex thought regarding oppression and inequality into the design of deliberative 

and participatory apparatuses.'' According to Martinez, understanding the sources and 

complexities of oppression and inequalities are essential when working with inclusion and hence 

intersectionality as concept suits this purpose since it acknowledges the complexity of 

oppressions and helps to unfold it (ibid). Sociologists Patricia Collins and Silma Bilge (2016, 11) 

write, intersectionality can help to see over the “myth of equal opportunity”; in this case: reveal 

the fact that not all citizens have the same opportunities to access and influence in participatory 

budgeting. So far intersectionality has been little used in relation to models of democracy, and 

there is some unreleased potential (Martinez 2016). 

 

2.2.4. Equity in the outcomes  
As introduced in the history chapter about PB (see 2.1.2), PB used to be famous for its impact 

especially in improving social justice in Latin America. Despite the long connections with PB 

and social justice, PB is not connected to improving equity in the outcomes of the initiatives 

today. Ganuza and Baiocchi (2012) argue the model of PB changed when traveling to Europe 

and to the USA – in the West PB was adopted as a simplified version with limited capacity to 

influence on major issues. Whether to extend the considerations of equity to the results of 

participatory budgeting is a really contested and politically heated topic. Pape and Lerner (2016) 
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argue improving equity in PB is not only about reducing barriers to participation nor adjusting 

the ways of deliberating – it is also about fairness of the results. The authors (ibid) claim the 

perspectives to inclusion are incomplete unless we also look at the policies and actions that 

emerge from deliberation: the results affect political and economic equity and equality and hence 

are a part of the topic.  

 

If equity is not considered in results, the initiative may appear superficial, even tokenistic. 

Monno and Khakee (2012) differentiate tokenistic and radical participation from one another in 

the context of democracy innovations. According to the authors, tokenistic participation is often 

“narrow and limited to forms prescribed by the legislation” (2012, 88). Tokenism is a term 

created by Arnstein (1969); according to whom citizens participation comes in hand with the 

redistribution of power. Participation with merely informatory or consultatory power is tokenistic 

(ibid). Tokenistic participation is initiated from the perspective of the planner of the initiative; 

and from the power holder's perspective participation can achieve its purpose even when holding 

just a symbolic value. Tokenistic participation is connected to improved legitimacy of decisions, 

but also maintaining current political and economic power dynamics. (Monno & Khakee 2012.) 

Tokenistic participation seems rather to be about the process of inviting people to join, rather 

than about actual influence. Carolyn Pateman (2012) calls for distinction between PB initiatives 

with merely consultative power and initiatives that grants true power over the local budgets to 

the people. According to Pateman (ibid), the current versions of PB emphasize citizens' role as 

consumers providing feedback rather than true influencers of the funds. 

 

Monno and Khakee (2012) offer radical planning as an alternative to tokenistic participation. 

Radical planning is not barely an innovation but implies social change, it aims to challenge the 

existing power dynamics in the society – especially when it comes to prevention of 

marginalization and exclusion. “[R]adical planning is concerned with the mobilization of civil 

society in order to challenge powerful elites, enlarge the democratic action space and advance 

citizens’ rights” (Monno & Khakee 2012, 89). The role of civil society is significantly different 

in radical planning, civil society organizations play a key role in the organization and 

mobilization of participation. Whereas in tokenistic participation the role of NGOs is limited, 

and it is rather individuals that participate. (Ibid). Ganuza and Baiocchi (2019) point out the 
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European versions of PB have often generated connections between the administration and the 

civil society but have excluded transformations in the government. Rather the innovations have 

been in place to increase citizen trust. Participatory innovations have been connected to the “de-

politicization of the public sphere” (Baicchi & Ganuza 2017, 7). Radical planning is connected to 

agonism (Monno & Khakee 2012), a perspective according to which conflicts are a natural and 

important part of political processes (see Mouffe 2013; Bäcklund & Mäntysalo 2010). With an 

agonistic view, democracy can be seen as healthy and vivid when conflicts and disagreements 

occur. (ibid.)  

    

Focusing on equity in outcomes of PB means structures for supporting each individual's 

opportunities to get their opinion heard through the initiative. In a world full of inequalities, 

equity measures in implementation support the realization of proposals that benefit the less 

advantaged groups in the city. Recent research from the USA indicates PB has not managed to 

benefit the least advantaged members of the society (Shybalkina & Bifulco 2019). Pape and 

Lerner (2016) have suggestions on why; the authors conclude key challenges for why achieving 

equity with PB in the USA has not been successful. According to the authors, the first challenge 

in meeting equity goals is the lack of common understanding of what is meant with equity and 

equality between the different instances organizing PB. The authors point out that equality and 

equity have often been used as synonyms without clarifying the differences with them. (ibid.) 

This can naturally lead into unclarity and some tensions of interest, as Beauvais and Baechtiger 

(2016, 1) remind, even if equality and equity as values are interlinked, they can also be 

conflicting and even contradictory values leading to different results. The challenge in unclear 

equity goals manifests itself also in the lack of priority of equity in relation to other goals the 

initiative might have (Pape & Lerner 2016). The authors also point out that even if there would 

be equity goals for participatory budgeting, these goals are not translated to guidelines that could 

inform the employees and participants working with the initiative. According to Pape and Lerner 

(ibid) this issue could be addressed with stronger political leadership that emphasizes equity.  

 

Influence on social justice through PB would mean tackling major issues on citizen’s wellbeing. 

The ability to tackle these major issues with PB is connected to the funds that are allocated for 

the initiative. The budget that is reserved for PB, is today too small for aiming for wider equity 
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goals, and it doesn't enable realizing major improvement projects that could truly improve social 

justice (Sintomer er all 2013). Allegretti and Copello (2018) explain this was not always the case 

– a massive reduction in budgets allocated to PB has happened during the last two decades. The 

authors share that in the early 2000 cities could allocate two to six times more money to PB than 

cities do today (ibid). The scarce size of budgets allocated to PB are lifted as a hindrance for the 

potential of PB (Pape & Lerner 2016; Ganuza & Baiocchi 2017). Pape and Lerner (2016) 

highlight that if PB seeks to advance equity broader in the society, a bigger budget is needed.  It 

is not only about the money but also about overcoming hindrance in budgetary rules of the local 

governments. These bureaucratic structures can limit the potential of PB to achieve equity goals. 

(ibid.) Allegretti and Copello (2018) also talk in favor of rescaling of PB budgets, and they 

remind: the funding of PB could be increased by alliances with other city departments, private 

sector and crowdfunding.    

 

The potential to improve equity through participatory budgeting is not only about the amount of 

money allocated for the initiative. The influence on equity through PB can also be supported by 

how the money is allocated. Sintomer and others (2013) bring Seville up as a successful case 

study of PB that did manage to support the least advantaged members of the society. In Seville, 

the budgeting choices were made in accordance with social criteria that was “designed to 

influence the prioritization of proposals so that selected groups and areas could benefit to a 

particularly high degree“ (Sintomer et al 2013, 46). This meant that projects with emphasis on 

social, ecologic or democratic values had a priority in decision making. More money was 

allocated to less wealthy areas (Sintomer et al 2013, 46–47.) Interventions of money allocation 

criteria that favor less privileged groups have also been suggested by Allegretti and Copello 

(2018).  

 

2.2.5. Summary of equality and equity choices in PB design 
Concluding the literature review on equality and equity within democracy innovations, it seems 

that special attention is required on how democracy innovations, including participatory 

budgeting, could be designed so that they are accessible and inclusive also to the least powerful 

groups in the society. Abdullah, Karpowitz and Raphael (2016) highlight the choices between 

equity and equality are present at every step of designing and running deliberative innovations. 
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According to the authors (2016, 8): “Too little effort has been devoted to understanding the 

conditions under which equality and equity reinforce each other and when they pull in opposite 

directions”. Focusing on equity in participation seems to be key to addressing structural 

inequalities and injustices. But also, as Abdullah et al (2016, 2) remind, it’s about finding the 

right balance between equality and equity, over emphasis on the least powerful can lead to favor 

particular outcomes too much and risk the perceived legitimacy of the initiative. And therefore, 

the organizers of participatory budgeting should make careful reflections and considerations on 

whether to approach participation from an equality and equity perspective and how to find a 

good balance between the two.  

 

Below I have summarized the equality and equity actions introduced in the literature review 

chapters. In the table one can see equality and equity actions listed in each aspect of PB process 

design: participant recruitment, ideation, co-creation, decision making and realization.  

 

Table 1: Equality and equity considerations in the institutional design of Pb; equality and 

equity choices in recruitment, process and decision making  

Aspect of 
process 
design 

Equality based actions Equity based actions 

Participant 
recruitment 

-Open invitation for all; self-
selection (Karpowitz & 
Raphael 2016; Beauvais & 
Baechtiger 2016)   

-Open invitation + special efforts to recruit the 
under-represented (Karpowitz & Raphael 2016; 
Beauvais & Beachtiger 2016) 
 
- Invitation for the most affected (Moscrop & 
Warren 2016) 
 
- Purposive recruitment; over representation of the 
least privileged (Karpowitz & Raphael 2016)  

Ideation -Similar opportunities for 
everyone to set points on the 
agenda  

-Special efforts to support the less privileged 
groups to get their issues on the agenda (Moscrop 
& Warren 2016) 
 
-Communication that attracts the least privileged 
(Pape & Lerner 2016) 
 
-Including face to face elements to support the 
participation of the most privileged. (Beauvais & 
Baechtiger 2016; Christensen et al 2016) 
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Co-creation -Facilitator makes sure 
everyone has an equal 
opportunity to speak (Beauvais 
& Baechtiger 2016) 
 
-Online and offline 
participation opportunities for 
everyone 

-Plan in a moment of face-to-face deliberation to 
bring the people together to negotiate views 
(Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016; O’Flynn 2019) 
 
-Facilitator supports the least powerful to get a 
chance to speak; facilitator makes sure each point 
of view gets heard (Pape & Lerner 2016; Abdullah 
et al 2016b; Asenbaum 2016) 
 
-Perspective bearers (Karpowitz & Raphael 2016) 
 
-Training for facilitators on the roots of 
oppressions (Martinez 2016) 
 
-Including face to face elements support the 
participation of the most privileged. (Beauvais & 
Baechtiger; Christensen et al 2016) 
 
-Algorithm that highlights equity ideas  
 
-Equity label that gives visuality for ideas that 
benefit the least powerful (Sintomer et all 2013; 
Allegretti & Copello 2018) 

Decision 
making  

-Same opportunities for 
everyone to participate in 
decision making 

-Special efforts to reach the most vulnerable in 
decision making 
 
-Equity label for the ideas that benefit the least 
powerful. Some money allocated only for the 
equity labeled ideas (Sintomer et all 2013) 
 
-Including face to face elements support the 
participation of the most privileged (Beauvais & 
Baechtiger; Christensen et al 2016) 

Realization -Written equality goals 
 
- Same amount of money 
shared to all areas; money 
shared according to population 

-Clear equity goals that states what is wanted from 
equity (Pape & Lerner 2016) 
 
-Increase the scope of PB: enough budget to fund 
major improvements (Pape & Lerner 2016; 
Allegretti and Copello; Sintomer et al 2013, 
Ganuza & Baiocchi 2017) 
 
-Rules that allow major changes (Pape & Lerner, 
Ganuza & Baiocchi 2017) 
 
-System that shares money according to the needs 
of different areas (Sintomer et al 2013, Turku City) 



 30 

PART 3 – DATA COLLECTION AND 

MEANS OF ANALYSIS  

According to Talpin (2017) qualitative methods are especially suited to study democracy 

innovations, since qualitative methods enable deeper insights that are connected to the political 

and social contexts, better grounded results and often also more critical conclusions than 

quantitative studies. One of the drawbacks of qualitative research is, however, generalization: 

drawing conclusions for wider phenomenons from small sample case studies can be limited, 

Taplin (2017) reminds.  Erlingsson and Brysiewicz (2017, 93) also highlight that approaching 

qualitative research as a novice researcher can be challenging, since the “data based on human 

experiences are complex, multifaceted and often carry meaning on multiple levels”.  

 

In this study, the research data consists of two sources: documents and interview data. The first 

part includes analysis of public documents that define the goals and actions related to equality 

and equity in MyCity. Bowen (2009) highlights that documents should not be treated as precise 

or accurate descriptions of what might have happened, documents “represent only a partial or 

superficial account of the reality they purport to describe” (Abott et al 2004, 260). Hence, 

official documents should not be interpreted as straightforward representations of practices in 

organizations (ibid). In the case of participatory budgeting, the written equality and equity goals, 

rules and process and the actual reality where the rules are interpreted and put in use, can be 

different. Yet, I thought that in addition to studying the official documents on guidelines and 

action points on equality and equity, conducting interviews could provide some additional and 

complementing data for the study of this topic. It is indeed common to use document analysis in 

combination with other methods, like qualitative interviews. This kind of multimethod approach 

can achieve more complementary results. (Bowen 2009.) The latter part of this study – the 

interviews – consists of the analysis of five qualitative interviews of MyCity cooperation NGO 

employees. 
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In the chapters below I’ll introduce the reasons I chose to study the data that I used and how both 

the document- and interview data were selected. I will also introduce an abductive approach to 

content analysis to analyze my data; and explain the process of analysis in a detailed way. 

Finally, I take a moment to discuss my grounds for approaching more reflexive and ethical 

research. 

 

3.1. Data collection 

Documents 

In this thesis I aimed to study the parity aims and actions set for MyCity by the organizer, Helsinki 

City Municipal Board, as well as the city employees working directly with MyCity. According to 

Given (2012) analyzing documents can be an especially useful method when studying instructions 

and process guidelines. The method can be particularly good at producing deeper descriptions of 

a phenomenon (Bowen 2009). Document analysis is “a systematic procedure for reviewing or 

evaluating documents” (Bowen 2009, 27). Bowen (2009, 33–34) writes “[document analysis] is a 

process of evaluating documents in such a way that empirical knowledge is produced and 

understanding is developed”. Document analysis is thanked as an efficient method. Documents are 

also often easily available: the documents often need to be selected rather than collected (Bowen 

2009; Given 2012). The availability of data is something that a global pandemic time students 

needed to consider. Other benefits of document analysis include stability and the lack of reactivity; 

the documents remain the same despite the reader - and therefore reviews can be repeated. (Bowen 

2009; Abott et al 2004). Karppinen and Moe (2012) remind, the researcher’s perception and 

knowledge influence on the reading of the texts and the conclusions drawn from it. Therefore, 

reflexivity and seeking of transparency are important when doing document analysis (Bowen 

2009; Given 2012).  

I chose to use two documents as my preliminary data and several other documents as supportive 

data. MyCity PB goals and principles are defined in a political and binding agreement by the 

Municipal City Board, that is called “Guiding principles for realization of MyCity in 2020–2021” 

(in Finnish: “Helsingin osallistuvan budjetoinnin toteutusperiaatteet 2020-2021“) (Municipal 
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Board 2020). The document defines the equality and equity related goals of the initiative; the 

guiding principles state that the parity goals and actions of MyCity will be outlined on a separate 

parity plan that will be created for the initiative (Municipal Board 2020). A plan to improve parity 

in Helsinki PB was indeed created and it is the other document under supervision in this thesis. 

This internal document written by and for the city employees defines the goals and outlines the 

actions to improve equality in MyCity in 2020–2021. This document is called “Improving parity 

in MyCity” (in Finnish: “Yhdenvertaisuuden edistäminen OmaStadissa 2020-2021”) and it was 

released in June 2021 (Helsinki City 2021). 

In addition to these two main documents, I have studied other Helsinki City documents that 

define the approaches to parity. These documents include the “Guiding principles for realization 

of MyCity in 2018-2020” – the earlier version of the Municipal Board document under 

supervision in this study. Since this study focuses on the MyCity round 2020–2022, I chose to 

limit the study on the corresponding guiding political principles. Other support documents 

include “Human rights in Helsinki – Equality plan for the city services” (Helsinki City 2020c), 

and a document published in English called “Assessment of the City of Helsinki’s participation 

in the strategy period of 2017–2021” (Helsinki City 2021b).  

 

Interviews 

In this thesis I aimed to study both the parity aims and actions set for MyCity by the organizer 

and also how these aims and actions work in practice. One key tactic for Helsinki City to reach 

diverse participation for MyCity is to cooperate with organizations that work with minority 

groups in the city (Municipal Board 2020, Helsinki City 2021a). The final evaluation of MyCity 

round 2018–2020 tackled equality in MyCity with City employee interviews and participant 

surveys (Rask et al 2020), but so far, no research has been addressed to see the cooperation 

organization’s perspective on the success of MyCity. 

 

All the MyCity cooperation organizations work in the following fields: with youth, students, 

elderly people, unemployed, disabled citizens, caregivers, homeless, mental health rehabilitators, 

alcoholics and drug addicts, as well as language and religious minorities. As mentioned in the 

literature review (chapter 2.1.4.) youth were highly represented in the first round of MyCity 

(Rask et al 2020). Riikonen (2021) also published their MA thesis on young people’s 
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participation in MyCity just last year, making the youth participation on MyCity well researched 

topic. For these reasons youth organizations were excluded from this study. In order to maintain 

the anonymity of the interviewees, I will not share the details of the organization’s target groups 

in the analysis. 

 

In this study I chose to approach the experience of the MyCity cooperation NGO through semi-

structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are a specifically well-fitting method when 

studying complex phenomena (Galetta 2012). According to Galletta (2012, 1–2) “Semi-

structured interview is sufficiently structured to address specific dimensions of your research 

question while also leaving space for study participants to offer new meanings to the topic of 

study.” My initial plan was to conduct six to eight interviews of people that are involved in 

MyCity cooperation organizations either as members or employees: I inquired for interviews 

from citizens who work together with or identify as minorities and have experience from 

working with MyCity. The sample of interviewees was selected rather randomly; I created an 

information email about the research that included the invitation to be interviewed for the thesis. 

MyCity Borough Liaison helped me to distribute this email invitation to all the MyCity 

cooperation organizations. Due to privacy reasons, I was not included in these emails, but my 

email address was attached to them, so people could turn towards me on their own lead. The 

people that self-initiated to respond to my initial message were selected as interviewees.  

 

I received seven replies to my interview enquiry, five of them from NGO employees and two 

from members. Due to the limited resources in MA thesis level study, I chose to narrow the 

interview data to consist only of the five qualitative interviews of the minority NGO employees. 

At this point my focus shifted from the minority organization member's experience on 

participating in MyCity to the experience of the NGO employees. The two minority organization 

member interviews were used as support material for the study.  

 

The interviews were conducted in August and September 2021. Due to the pandemic, most of the 

interviews were conducted over online meeting platform Zoom. One interview took place 

outside on a cafe terrace. Each interview lasted from 1 to 1,5 hours. Each interview was recorded 

with participant’s consent. I joined the interviews with a list of background questions and 
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overarching themes that I would glance at during the interviews [see appendix 1]. However, the 

interviews were flowing on their own, I was listening to the interviewees answers and asking 

plenty of follow up questions to get a deeper understanding of the topic. I chose this less 

formatted approach to the interviews to get deeper rooted answers that were not defined by my 

questions. The “richness”of answers one gets from the interviewee is indeed seen as an indicator 

for a good interview (Kvale 1996, 145; According to Roulston 2020). The richness is measured 

by the relevance, specificness and spontaneity of the answer. Kvale sees that quality is increased 

by letting the interview speak more and more freely. In a good quality interview, interviewee 

listens carefully and tries to verify their interpretations but is also ready to adjust their 

assumptions. (Kvale 1996For me the pre-written interview themes and questions worked merely 

as a backup, but mostly the conversations flowed on their own.   

 

3.2. Analysis 

The analysis of qualitative research can be done with three approaches: deduction, induction and 

abduction. According to Kennedy (2018) the first one refers to a way to analyze data based on an 

existing theoretical framework. In deduction-based analysis, the theory helps researchers to 

notify details and nuances in the data. The latter approach, induction, is the opposite way of 

approaching analysis: in induction the researcher looks at a series of empirical cases to identify a 

pattern. “Induction looks for the corroboration of generalizations, patterns, outliers, and salient 

themes in the data” (Timmermann & Tavory 2012, 180). From these patterns the researcher 

forms a general statement, theory. Induction sticks closely to the original data and can therefore 

reveal new understandings of existing knowledge. (Kennedy 2018.) The author points out a 

possible drawback in attending to data through the theory: it’s possible to overlook aspects of the 

data that are outside the scope of the chosen theory. In an inductive approach the “conclusions 

are always hypothetical and fallible” the author (2018, 4) writes. Abduction is an approach that 

combines the previous two approaches. According to Timmermann and Tavory (2012, 180) 

abductive analysis include both “inductive and deductive forms of reasoning, which may be 

repeated as new anomalous findings emerge”. In abduction, qualitative researchers both examine 
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how the data support existing theories but are also receptive to discovering new concepts, ideas 

and explanations that are not covered by prior knowledge or theories. (Kennedy 2018.) 

 

I chose to use the abductive way in this study: I started the analysis of the interviews inductively 

by reducing and clustering the data and then reflected it against the literature that contemplates 

differences between equity and equality in democracy innovations. In an abductive approach the 

researcher “constantly moves back and forth between data and theories” (Kennedy 2018, 5). The 

researcher aims to remain open and sensitive to the findings from the data but also allow the 

reflection of previous theories on the field as inspiration (ibid).  

     

When analyzing the official texts as well as the transcribed interviews, I used the description of 

the content analysis process by Erlingsson and Brysiewicz (2017) as support. According to 

Erlingsson and Brysiewicz (2017) “The objective in qualitative content analysis is to 

systematically transform a large amount of text into a highly organized and concise summary of 

key results“ (2017, 94). As a general rule, content analysis always starts from being close to the 

text, it starts by following the content in the data, and slowly approaching higher levels of 

abstraction at each step of the analysis (ibid). Erlingsson and Brysiewicz (2017) divide the 

process into four (or five) phases where the reader progresses from the small details to the larger 

picture, from close observations of the text to higher levels of abstraction. 

 

In this thesis, the interview data was first transcribed into text form from audio recordings. These 

text files were moved to a qualitative data analysis and research software. 

I started with reading and re-reading the transcribed text over and over again to gain an overall 

understanding of what is talked about in the data. When reading, I kept the research questions 

close in mind, as Erlingsson and Brysiewicz (2017) advise. From here I started locating so-called 

meaning units. Meaning units are texts that maintain the central meaning of the issue. 

(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017.) After, I transformed the initial meaning units to condensed 

meaning units. These units are also text that holds onto the initial message, but in a shorter form 

(Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017). With further reading, these condensed meaning units were 

further developed to codes. These codes are “descriptive labels for the condensed meaning units” 

Erlingsson and Brysiewicz (2017, 96). I identified 32 initial codes. The codes helped to reflect 
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the data in a new way and spot connections between the codes (Erlingsson and Brysiewicz 

(2017). With the awareness of these connections, I also further merged some of the codes that 

significantly overlapped in content. 

 

The fourth phase of the interview analysis process was forming categories. According to 

Erlingsson and Brysiewicz (2017) one can combine and transform the codes into categories that 

seem to fit under the same topic. The categories reveal the connections that codes have with one 

another (ibid). Here I also started to revisit the literature around equity and equality in PB. The 

notions from the literature gave inspiration to the categorizing of the data. At one stage I 

organized the results according to the process stage categories from the literature: recruitment, 

ideation, co-creation, decision making and realization. However, the further reading of the 

material and the categories deduced to three new categories that better incorporated the findings 

of this study: “participation in ideation with employee support was possible”, “fears on majority 

of citizens voices surpassing the less privileged ones” and “superficiality of equality projects as 

hindrance” 

 

When it comes to the reading of the documents, my analysis was more theory informed: the 

literature about equality and equity in democracy innovations, formed the normative starting 

point for the analysis of the documents. I read the two key documents while thinking of the 

notions of equality and equity from the literature. At the same time, I worked the text from the 

original raw text to higher levels of abstraction. The final categories were split between 

“complementing equality and equity goals” and “contradicting equality and equity goals”.  

   

3.3. Reflexivity and ethical considerations 

One of the main challenges of qualitative social science research is the risk of the researcher's 

own perspective and experiences influencing the interpretation of the data and conclusions made 

of it. Therefore, experienced researchers call for reflexivity in research: critical evaluation of 

one’s own position, means of knowledge production and possible power relations in the research 

process (Alvensson & Sköldberg 2000; Karppinen & Moe 2012; Sultana 2007). For Alvesson 
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and Skölberg (2000) a reflexive approach in research means constant, reoccurring assessment of 

the knowledge in relation to the production of the knowledge. As a researcher one should be 

aware of personal assumptions and strive for objectivity and sensitivity for finding new 

perspectives. (Bowen 2009; Erlingsson & Brysiewicz 2017.) For Sultana (2007) reflexivity in 

research involves reflection on self, and the process and critically examining power relations and 

politics in the research as well as examining the researcher's accountability in data collection and 

interpretation. According to the author (ibid) it is critical to pay attention to reflexivity to conduct 

ethical research.  For me reflexivity in this study meant remaining aware of my pre-

understandings, including my assumptions, and previous experiences and knowledge. I 

Acknowledged being (soon) a MA level educated, white, middle-class person – my perspective 

of the world is coloured with privilege and majority citizen’s experiences. And hence my 

understanding of minority citizens participation experiences in MyCity may be limited. While 

conducting the research, I aimed not to lock on to views on what the research tells about but 

aimed to remain more neutral and analyze the data more in depth. 

 

Regarding the ethics of this study, it is remarkable to mention it includes interview data that 

contains personal knowledge and information and yet is sensitive. Therefore, I took careful 

considerations of ethicality already when planning the research. As a result of these 

considerations, I took several actions: 1) I created a privacy policy for the interviews that stated 

how I as a researcher will make sure to store the interview data safely and according to 

regulations and by when I would erase all the data. The privacy policy also stated the 

interviewees rights to the data concerning them and advice on how to act if they wanted to 

intervene. 2) I explained the purpose of the study for all interviewees prior to the interview and 

asked permission from them to record the interviews. I also shared the privacy policy with the 

interviewees. 3) When working with the data, I followed the privacy steps stated in the policy 

and erased or anonymized all personal information from the data on the transcription phase. This 

erasing included details of the field of work each organization does. The transcribed interview 

texts were also translated to English - adding another layer of anonymity to the texts. Interview 

recordings, transcriptions as well as any other sensitive data that may be connected to the 

interviewees, will be erased in June 2022. The form for permission to record and use the 
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interviews that was generated for this study is included as appendix nro 2. Prior to starting the 

interviews, I applied – and got – a research permit from the Helsinki City.  
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PART 4 – ANALYSIS 

The following analysis of the research data is divided into two parts. First, I will present the 

analysis of the Helsinki city policy documents, followed by the NGO representative interviews. 

In the first part, 4.1. I focus on the two policy documents: Helsinki Municipal Board statement 

on the guiding principles for MyCity and the City Plan for improving parity in the initiative. The 

first document sets the goals and frames for the realization of the initiative, also when it comes to 

equality and equity. The latter document aims to concretize these goals to action – this document 

was created to guide the implementation of the parity goals in MyCity (Helsinki City 2021). It is 

worth noting that I reflect these documents against the literature, not against one another. I have 

split the document analysis chapter in two subchapters according to the theme findings of my 

analysis. These main themes are called: “complementing equality and equity goals and actions” 

and “conflicting equality and equality goals and actions” in the documents. In the last subchapter 

I introduce a summary of the equality and equity goals and actions in Helsinki City PB. 

 

When it comes to the analysis of the interviews, I have structured the chapters according to the 

themes I found in the content analysis, which are: “participation in ideation with employee 

support was possible”, “fears on majority of citizens voices surpassing the less privileged ones” 

and “superficiality of equality projects as hindrance”. 

 

4.1. Equality and equity objectives in Helsinki participatory 

budgeting  
According to my analysis, there is a strong emphasis on equality and equity goals and actions in 

both policy documents. The municipal board guidelines introduction states “providing equal 

opportunities for participation” as one of the key principles for the initiative (Municipal Board 

2020, 1). It also says that “PB opens a channel for the entire city to be part of the 

initiative”and “improving parity is one of the goals for the initiative” (Municipal Board 2020, 1). 

The city plan to improve parity is built on the principles stated by the Municipal Board. The 
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parity plan highlights that PB should be realized with a special emphasis to support the 

participation of marginalized groups (Helsinki City 2021, 1) – the document that takes the parity 

goals to a deeper, more concrete level. 

Next, I’ll evaluate the guiding principles by the Helsinki Municipal Board as well as the City 

Parity Plan written by and for the city employees. I investigate the goals and actions around 

equality and equity in relation to the different phases of PB that are: recruitment, ideation, co-

creation, decision making and implementation. I first focus on where the equality and equity 

goals and actions are supporting and complementing one another and second where they pull in 

different directions.  

 

4.1.1. Complementing equality and equity goals and actions 
According to my analysis, the equality and equity goals for the initiative stated by the Municipal 

Board are complementing one another in several phases, more specifically in the recruitment, 

ideation and co-creation phases. Whereas the City parity plan complements and endorses the 

parity goals by introducing more actions specially to improve equity.  

 

When it comes to recruitment, the Municipal board states that the goal is to reach as diverse 

participant groups as possible and look into supporting the participation of different social 

groups in the civil society (Municipal Board 2020, 1). The document names cooperation with 

different city departments and civil society organizations as a way for reaching different social 

groups. According to the document, these NGO co-operations are in place to customize support 

for the needs of different social groups. (Municipal Board 2020, 4.) It seems the city aims for 

reaching a diverse audience for PB in Helsinki and connects the participation of the less 

privileged citizens to improving parity.  The document states: 

 

”Services for special groups as well as positive discrimination will improve the parity 
among citizens”. (Municipal Board 2020, 4.) 

 

The city parity plan seeks to gain diversity of participants through recruitment (Helsinki City 

2021, 7) and addresses cooperation alliances with organizations as a way to reach this goal. In 

addition, the plan states as an implicit goal to level out the participation differences between 
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different districts and different social groups. (Helsinki City 2021, 7). Recruitment is highlighted 

as one way to achieve this goal; the city aims to form alliances with organizations working with 

segments of citizens out of the usual reach of the city communications. The purpose is to reach a 

diverse group of citizens through the organization alliances. (Helsinki City 2021, 15.)  

 

The aim to reach different social groups and the aim to support the participation of supporting 

special groups by positive discrimination are actions that draw from equity according to the 

literature (Moscrop & Warren 2016; Karpowitz & Raphael 2016). In the literature a recruitment 

approach that combines open initiative for all (self-selection) together with special efforts to 

recruit the less privileged, is called “Open invitation and affirmative recruitment of under- 

represented“ (Karpowitz and Raphael 2016, 6). According to the literature a recruitment 

approach that combines both, openness to everyone (equal opportunity for all to join) and special 

support for groups that are less likely to show otherwise (equity approach), can result in more 

diverse participation for an initiative. (Karpowitz & Raphael 2016; Moscrop & Warren 2016; 

Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016). This recruitment approach is where equity and equality 

approaches can overlap and yet complement one another – and result to better results in 

diversity.  

 

I identified overlapping and complementing equality and equity approaches also on the analysis 

of the Municipal Board’s goals in ideation and co-creation. The Municipal Board (2020, 6) states 

the goal is to organize PB on an electronic platform, to make it easily accessible for all. In the 

literature providing online participation opportunities has been connected to improving equality 

between participants (Beauvais & Beachtiger 2016). The Municipal Board (2020, 4) states 

intentions to provide special support for people with less technical skills to use the web-platform 

– positive discrimination is an equity measure in place to support the participation of citizens. 

The city parity plan (2021, 7; 11) sets more concrete goals to make the platform accessible for 

all, the document states the web-platform should be improved when it comes to its accessibility 

in technology, structure, visuals and readability. 

 

Another area where the Municipal Board (2020, 4) talks about improving different social groups 

participation opportunities, is communications. The board states: 
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“The city should take care of the diverse and dialogical preparation of participatory 
budgeting and multi-channel communication in different areas of the city, taking into 
account different population groups. (ibid)” 

 

Again, the City Parity plan concretizes the aim by clarifying that parity in communications is 

improved by targeting communication on areas that had low levels of participation on previous 

rounds of PB (Helsinki City 2021, 10). The literature mentions equity between participants of PB 

can be improved by focusing on communication to different social groups (Pape & Lerner 2016). 

 

Co-creation is the third phase of the MyCity process, it comes after recruitment and ideation. The 

Municipal Board did not provide many guidelines on the implementation of the co-creation 

phase. Yet, there is a mention of a goal to encourage citizens to think in the co-creation 

workshops about what is right and fair in terms of different social groups and city areas 

(Municipal Board (2020, 5). How this goal is achieved, remains unclear in the documents. The 

City Parity plan (2021,12), however, enhances the equity of the workshops by talking more 

about the accessibility of the events. According to the document (ibid) different social groups’ 

participation could be improved by focusing on language, interpretation and clarity of 

communications (ibid). The literature talks in favor of facilitation to improve the participation 

opportunities of the less privileged (E.g Pape & Lerner 2016; Abdullah et al 2016b; Asenbaum 

2016). No notions of how facilitation could improve participation opportunities were found on 

either of the documents.   

 

Scholars in the field highlight that to overcome the background inequalities and to truly grant 

equal participation opportunities for everyone, supportive mechanisms for the less privileged 

citizens are needed (Abdullah et al 2016, Moscrop & Warren 2016; Smith 2009; Bondesson 

2020.) The Municipal Board statement does not give clear guidance on how less privileged 

citizen’s participation in the process could be secured nor how much this should be prioritized in 

relation to the other goals of the initiative. The City Parity plan (2021, 13) introduces positive 

discrimination as a tool to support the participation of the less privileged:  

Parity in MyCity is improved by directing resources to certain areas. The choices in areas 
that need positive discrimination are arqumented clearly and with transparency. The 
classifications are to be made based on the information of activity in the last round of 
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MyCity, socio-economic factors, as well as information on election activity on the latest 
municipal election. (Helsinki City 2021, 13.) 

 

Positive discrimination and targeting human resources to areas more in need can be effective 

ways to improve equity between the participants. As Abdullah et al (2016, 4) highlight, it “may 

require treating participants differently in order to create conditions that achieve fair deliberation 

and decisions”. 

 

4.1.2. Conflicting equality and equality goals and actions  
In the analysis of the key documents, it was possible to identify equality and equity aims and 

actions that are overlapping but also contradictory. The conflicting aims between equality and 

equity were more evident in the last two phases of the MyCity process: decision making and 

realization.  

 

On one hand, the Municipal Board (2020, 1) states one of the main goals of the initiative is to 

“improve parity” as well as “the purpose [of PB] is to develop services that benefit as diverse 

social groups as possible”. In a chapter about the frames for the budget proposals, the Municipal 

board (2020, 3) determines that “the local circumstances and resources should be taken into 

account in the proposals”. On the other hand, the statement of PB’s purpose to generate “services 

that benefit as diverse social groups as possible” (Municipal Board 2020, 1) includes a 

contradictory notion: PB is not meant to be used to prevent marginalization, but wider issues like 

marginalization should be dealt with in other lines of the city (ibid). The first goals set by the 

Municipal Board can be understood as an intention to use PB as a tool to improve equity 

between the citizens. At the same time the options for promoting equity in the results of the 

initiative are limited in several means. According to my analysis, the Municipal Board guidelines 

on the decision making and implementation of the initiative support equity aims only partially or 

incompletely: major actions to support equity are lacking. 

 

The Municipal Board advises that special efforts should be taken to encourage participation 

within traditionally less active groups, for example youth participation should be encouraged by 

allowing and promoting voting opportunities in schools (Municipal Board 2020, 2; 2020, 6). The 

Municipal Board has also a goal to provide special support in voting for citizens lacking skills 
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and equipment to use online services, the city provides support for voting online as well as face 

to face options for voting (Municipal board 2020, 6). In addition to providing support in voting, 

the Municipal Board (2020, 8) states the different social groups should be taken into 

consideration in the realization phase of the initiative. However, I found no clarification on how 

the different social groups should be considered in the realization phase. The Helsinki City Parity 

plan, however, includes a bit more concrete goals, the plan states “PB gains a variety of ideas 

and proposals” (2021, 7). The plan also sets an aim to improve the activity of different city areas 

and different social groups in PB on this round of PB compared to the previous round of PB 

(Helsinki City 2021, 7). Overall observation is that the actions on how to guarantee increased 

participation in less active social groups and areas are scarce. 

 

Voting and money allocation principles draw limits for the potential of PB to advance equity 

between the citizens. Abdullah and others (2016) highlight that treating participants similarly, 

without taking the background differences into account, is promoting equality between the 

citizens – but it can happen at the expense of equity. Municipal Boards guidelines on voting and 

implementation give all citizens over 13 years an equal vote over the issue (Municipal Board 

2020, 7). Each individual has a similar right to influence over the outcome by voting – this idea 

of fairness promotes equality between the citizens. Money allocation rules, too, emphasize 

equality of citizens; money is shared between the districts according to the size of the population 

(Municipal Board 2020, 2). According to the rules, 80% of the money is shared to the seven city 

districts based on the population and 20% of the money is reserved for ideas that improve the 

whole city (ibid). The influence of the approved proposals is, too, defined by the rules: the funds 

of PB can only be used on investments, running costs and one-off projects, it is not possible to 

make changes within the areas of most of the city divisions [like transport or health care] in the 

city nor hire employees (Municipal Board 2020, 3).The money allocation principles by the 

Municipal Board are not fully acknowledge in the Helsinki City Parity plan – the document 

(2021, 7) sets a goal for PB to generate proposals that improve parity between the citizens once 

being realized. 

 

According to my analysis, the Municipal Board has set both equality and equity goals for the 

decision making and realization phases. At the same time the Municipal Board does not make it 
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clear how the expectations to improve equity through PB are promoted in practice. The 

Municipal board has set only minor actions to improve the less privileged participation in voting 

(for example by offering support for younger citizens to vote in schools and for older citizens to 

vote in person in a few locations). Same unclarity applies to the parity plan: it does state goals to 

gain diverse proposals that improve parity between all citizens (Helsinki City 2021, 9) – but does 

not present the actions on how it will be achieved. (It does state, however, that the success of 

these goals is evaluated against the voting activity in different districts as well as between 

different groups, including age and language groups (Helsinki City 2021, 19). Also, a separate 

content analysis of the voted ideas will be made on the evaluation (ibid) – both concrete actions 

that may lead to improvements in equity in the next round of Helsinki PB.  

 

4.1.3. Summary of equality and equity choices in MyCity 
Below I have summarized the equality and equity actions mentioned in the two policy 

documents. In addition, I have included the equality and equity actions mentioned in the 

literature (see chapter 2.2.5.), but not mentioned in the MyCity documents. These lacking 

equality and equity actions are marked with minus signs in the table. The visualization helps to 

see how there are more actions in place supporting the equity of the citizens in the first stages of 

the process: participant recruitment, ideation and co-creation. Whereas there are only a couple 

minor equity measures addressed in MyCity to support less privileged citizens participation on 

the decision making and realization phases. The city has several measures in place to attract less 

privileged citizens to join the deliberation. However, the lack of actions to improve equity in the 

decision making and realization phases lifts a risk of pseudo-participation, efforts are seen to 

bring diverse citizens onboard, but mechanisms on how to truly grant these individuals influence 

over the outcomes are lacking. If people participate, they rarely participate just for the sake of 

participation, it is the outcome they are after. Abdullah et al 2(016, 2) write: “The historically 

marginalized are often drawn to politics more by a hunger for more equitable policies than for 

opportunities to deliberate“ and hence, equity considerations cannot be excluded from the 

outcomes of public deliberation (ibid). Based on this summary, one can ask whether the City of 

Helsinki is too careful on taking actions of positive discrimination to support the less priviledged 

citizen participation in the decision making and implementation phases. 
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Table 2: Summary of the equality and equity goals and actions in the Municipal Board 
guiding principles for the initiative and City parity plan for PB 
 
 
Aspect of 
process 
design 

Equality based actions Equity based actions 

Participant 

recruitment 
✔Open invitation for all to join, 
self-selection  

 

✔Special efforts to recruit the under-represented 
through the NGO alliances 
 
✔ Purposive recruitment through organizations 
and allies and positive discrimination to reach as 
diverse participant groups as possible 
 
➖ Invitation for the most affected 
 
➖Purposive recruitment; over representation of the 
least privileged  
 
 

Ideation  ✔Special efforts to support the participation of 
different social groups 
 
✔Digital support at city locations 
 
✔Special efforts to communicate to the less 
privileged 
 
✔Targeting communication on areas that had low 
levels of participation on previous rounds of PB 
 
✔Allocating human resources to support the 
participation of the less privileged 
 

Co-creation ✔Online participation 
opportunities make participation 
accessible for all 
 
✔Online and/or offline 
participation opportunities for 
everyone 
 
➖Facilitator makes sure 
everyone has an equal 
opportunity to speak 
 
 

✔Co-creation workshops bring people together to 
exchange views 
 
✔One goal for co-creation is to make citizens to 
think what is fair in terms of the needs of different 
social groups and areas)  
 
✔Focus on accessibility in communications, on the 
online platform and in events 
 
➖Facilitator supports the least powerful to get a 
chance to speak; facilitator makes sure each point 
of view gets heard  
 
➖Training for facilitators on the roots of 
oppressions; perspective bearers 
 
➖Algorithm that highlights equity ideas 
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Decision 

making  
 
✔Each citizen’s vote is equal 
 
✔The idea with most votes wins 

 
✔Special efforts to support children in schools to 
vote 
 
✔The city grants support to vote online and 
provides places for offline voting 
 
➖Special efforts to reach the most vulnerable in 
decision making. 
 
➖Equity label that gives visuality for ideas that 
benefit the least powerful 
 
➖Algorithm that highlights equity ideas 
  
➖Equity label for the ideas that benefit the least 
powerful. Some money allocated only for the 
equity labeled ideas. 
 

Realization  
✔Money shared to the districts 
according to size of the 
population 

 
➖Clear equity goals that states what is wanted 
from equity  
 
➖Increase the scope of PB: enough budget to fund 
major improvements 
 
➖PB	Rules that allow major changes 
 
➖System that shares money according to the needs 
of different areas 
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4.2. Interviews with cooperation organization 

representatives 
In this chapter I introduce the findings from the interviews – minority organization 

representative’s perspectives on equal participation opportunities in MyCity. These interviewees 

are NGO employees working with minority groups for example in gender, language, age, 

ethnicity, immigration, ability, substance abuse, poverty and intersections of these. Many of the 

target groups were living in the less affluent parts of the city. These citizens could be considered 

as the least privileged citizens, and that is how I refer to this diverse group. In the analysis of the 

interviews, I identified three major themes around least privileged citizens participation 

opportunities in MyCity, which are: “employee supported participation was possible for the least 

privileged”, “fears on majority of citizens’ voices surpassing the less privileged ones” and 

“superficiality of equality projects as hindrance”. Below I introduce findings in all these themes. 

 

4.2.1. Employee supported participation was possible for the least privileged 
Based on the interviews the NGO representatives were motivated to encourage their target group 

to take part in MyCity. The interviewees were especially inspired by the thought of getting the 

minority groups voice and wishes heard by the city of Helsinki. The representatives saw MyCity 

as a place to find funding for everyday life improvements for the people that represent a minority 

in age, language, background, ability or intersection of these. Underlying impression in the 

interviews was that the everyday needs of these less privileged groups were not met and MyCity 

was seen as a channel to initiate and fund improvements for these groups’ needs. Some 

representatives also expressed intentions on empowering and activating the less privileged 

groups through participation in MyCity. Despite the motivation to participate, the reality of 

participation of the less privileged groups was coloured by the accessibility – or the lack of it – in 

the process. The NGO representatives were seeing multiple efforts to find alternative ways on 

how to activate and support their groups to be able to take part. However, all the representatives 

reported that as the process, support structures and the online platform are now, it is too difficult 

for the least powerful groups to participate on their own in MyCity. With the words of one 

interviewee: 
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I_1: 
“This current system just does not work for our customers. There are issues in reach and 
access. Our customers do not understand what this is about and they understand nothing 
else about it. Even if we have tried and encouraged participation. [...] we would really 
like MyCity to be something our customers can join, but this has not been interesting for 
our customers, since the formulation is so complicated, and platform is so hard to access 
[with average technical skills]”. 
 

When it comes to the accessibility of the ideation phase, the interviewees said – as far as they 

were aware – none of their customers had themselves added an idea on the MyCity platform. 

Even if the participation was seen as difficult, ideation with employee support was possible. The 

employees saw a lot of effort and used a lot of creativity to find ways to enable ways for the least 

privileged to participate in the ideation. One interviewee took the group to a cafe to ideate, 

another one approached the group in a place where the group usually gathers. In most cases this 

then meant that the employees were creating an account to the platform and writing the ideas 

down on behalf of the customers, as manifested in the interview quotes: 

 

I-2: 
“So I invited them for a coffee and there we sat in the cafe and I tried to explain what this 
was about. Then I asked them what they thought that should be improved in their 
neighborhood and meanwhile I was filling in the ideas in the system. 

 

I-4: 
“So the customers were passing by our stand. Some of them were writing ideas on paper 
by hand and some described verbally and wished that we would write it down. So I was 
writing it down for them. [...] So we go out there and collect their feedback on how they 
would like to develop the city. And we share what has been possible to do in the previous 
times. And then we write it down to the system for them. We haven’t had a single 
customer who would fill it to the system on their own.“ 

 

I-5: 
“the idea should be that the group itself would initiate the ideas and that these individuals 
would themselves do the work. And we would just support technically. But simply as it is 
now it’s not possible for our groups to write things on the platform and participate in the 
conversation. Currently the customers create an idea and the paid employees do all the 
practical work.” 
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Both the creativity on how to engage the target group as well as filling in the system took a lot of 

resources from the employees. They found all the work with the system un-purposeful and even 

unmotivating; the interviewees didn’t think that it was purposeful for them to be participating in 

place of the customers. The employees wished the system would be more accessible for their 

customers to participate on their own. The web platform was mentioned the most as a single 

source of inaccessibility in the full process by all the interviewees. This finding is in line with the 

feedback survey of the previous round in MyCity and City has aimed to take action to improve 

the accessibility of the webplatfrom (Helsinki City 2021). Despite the intentions to improve the 

accessibility of the platform this time, the NGO representatives found the platform to be unclear, 

too difficult to navigate and operate. The representatives thought that the usage of the platform 

was inaccessible to their customers. Using the platform seems to be hard also for the employees 

and trying to learn to use it took a lot of time and caused frustrations.  

I-1: The whole system and all the functions have been built, not from the perspective of 
the customers, meaning that it has been planned by people that are using these kinds of 
systems as their work. Instead, a system like this should be planned for the regular 
person, who will actually be using it.  

 

The use of the online platform was seen as complicated, and the usage included too many steps. 

The NGO representatives raised the hardships in registrations (no return password function) as 

well as registration with online bank details as accessibility barriers for the customers. The 

organization representatives noted that their target groups do not often have the devices nor the 

skills to participate digitally. Therefore, they thought the platform should be planned for the least 

skilled users. The representatives were positive that also their customers could use an online 

platform if it was planned to be more accessible. More simplistic features and simple page 

navigation would be needed, the interviewees said. 

I-5: I am sure it is possible to create a portal or a system that is easier and easier to 
understand and easier to use. I mean a system that is online. It would be possible in [our 
target group] to use an online system, some are not able, but some are [...] but then we 
need support for that from the city.  
 

The interviewees did highlight though that not all the accessibility issues of the web platform can 

be solved by adjusting the platform. The opportunity to participate face to face instead of online, 

was seen as crucial for the least privileged groups participation. Interviewee had a wish that the 

city would develop more ways for people to participate face to face in MyCity: 
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I_2: 
The system is primarily made so that if you lack the skills to participate digitally [...] the 
full system is made so that it is digital: you need to read and fill in things online. The 
digital approach can be inaccessible for some. If there is no alternative way of 
participating, some groups that lack the skills to surf online or understand the 
complicated language will not be able to join. [...] There is a wish that it would be 
possible to participate through human contact, not computers.  
 
I-5: 
The city should be better at going to the people. It could be to go to NGOs or different 
groups. This is the accessibility we are after, that we cannot assume these elederly people 
ever join these online groups and systems. Not even when supported, we need alternative 
ways of reaching people. 
 

Instructions on how to participate were brought up as a point of difficulty for the users - no 

matter if it was the least privileged or the employees that tried to support them. The several 

layers of the process were found complicated, and the information sharing was found unlogical. 

According to the interviewees, the accessibility of the instructions and the platform could be 

improved by providing several ways of information sharing and allowing different forms of 

submitting content. The interviewees also requested audio and video content options to receive 

and leave content on the platform. The most simple instructions and participation opportunities 

should be in many languages and in a plain language, according to the interviewees. 

 

4.2.2. Fears on majority citizen’s preferences surpassing the less privileged 

voices 
In the interviews, the co-creation workshops were addressed as a hinder for participation several 

times. Co-creation phase is the third phase of the MyCity process, it comes after original ideas 

have been submitted. In this part of the process the original ideas from individual citizens and 

small groups are further developed in workshops with a bigger number of citizens. (MyCity 

2020.) The interviewees brought up their target groups were not able to participate in the co-

creation workshops, and therefore the paid employees participated in the co-creation process 

instead. The employees joined the workshops to advance the ideas of their customers in the co-

creation process. Language was mentioned as a hindrance for the participation, not all customers 

could participate in Finnish or English. 
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The co-creation process was not only a barrier for participation for the least privileged, but seen 

as a crucial barrier for the progress of the ideas from the least privileged groups. The co-creation 

phase is where the citizens' ideas are combined with other similar ideas and further developed 

into so-called proposals in cooperation with other citizens and experts from the city. After the co-

creation the original ideas have merged and evolved into proposals that will be accepted to the 

voting phase. (MyCity 2020.) The interviewees thought that this process stage was a crucial step 

that could lead into exclusion or dismissal of the less privileged voices. The literature raises the 

issue of fairness of contributions, Smith (2009) reminds that simply access to participation does 

not guarantee fairness in contributions. The interviewees were indeed concerned that the co-

development phase where the original ideas are merged with other rather similar ideas could lead 

to disfavouring the ideas of the less privileged. The interviewees were afraid that the co-creation 

would dilute the preferences of their customers. The employees saw that the risk is that the 

original idea – that suited the priorities of the marginalized – would transform during the co-

creation process so that it will no longer meet the needs of the least privileged. Wishes on 

adjusting the co-creation format or even skipping the co-creation phase were made, to guarantee 

also the less privileged citizen’s idea could pass the phase to be voted on.  

I-4: 
“So those co-creation workshops where our employees joined on behalf of the customer, 
it was quite odd how the co-creation worked. If we talk about an idea of a space for our 
target group, the interests are immediately really different than the average citizens. For 
example, the accessibility of a place means different things to our customers. So [in the 
co-creation process] one needs to make compromises and it will be the marginalized 
group who will need to adjust.  I think the co-creation phase is critical. [...] I wonder how 
it could be possible that the ideas that have been made, that those ideas would make it to 
the voting phase without the co-creation phase where the stronger citizens are adjusting 
the ideas according to their own wishes. The ideas are not the same original ideas after 
the co-creation, since they are changed and merged by the ones who participate. And 
those participants change it as they like and the resulting idea is not anymore the same as 
in the beginning. 
 

In MyCity, the proposals co-created together on the workshops, will move forward to the voting 

phase. In this stage, each citizen can vote for ideas on their own area and something for the full 

city. The money is allocated according to the size of the population in each of the major seven 

city areas. (MyCity 2020.)  It is notable to mention that the voting and implementation phases 

were discussed in the interviews as something that will happen in the future, rather than actual 

experiences, since the interviews took place in August and September 2021, prior to the actual 
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voting phase. The interviewees expressed concerns about the voting and implementation phases: 

the employees had a fear for the privileged citizen’s priorities and preferences ruling over in the 

process. The interviewees were skeptical on how the ideas of their target group could pass the 

voting phase to be realized. The interviewees thought their target group would not have the same 

access to demand for visibility nor resources to promote their ideas as the empowered citizens. 

And this would lead these groups on not achieving much through PB.  

I-3: 
It is about the voting stage. About the ideas that come from our target group, even if the 
ideas would be good ones, it’s a possibility they are not appealing to the citizens voting. 
If it is only young people voting in MyCity, they might not be attracted to [our target 
group] interests. These people will vote for their own ideas and get them through. 
Sometimes I wonder if this is fair. Could there be a way for the city to acknowledge these 
good ideas [that promote marginalized groups] and implement it anyway – a way the City 
would listen to all of the citizens. But now I wonder if the full 8.8 million goes to the 
ideas of the majority of the citizens that are well off and can use the online platform. So I 
wonder if this is fair after all? I’m afraid that this is exactly what will happen.  
 

More concretely, the interviewees were concerned that proposals around sports and recreation 

could overrun the less privileged citizen’s ideas/needs – which was the case on the last round of 

MyCity (Rask et al 2020). Concerns were also raised about elderly people’s wishes being 

unprioritized by young citizens. Some wishes on more equitable money sharing were expressed. 

I-4: 
The proposals that got approved last round were about some expensive sports things. 
Which is a good thing on a sense. But at the same time I was left with a doubt whether 
the marginalized citizen’s ideas can pass at all. That if a group is already in the margins 
of the city, their ideas might end up in the margins, too.  

 

4.2.3. Superficial equality projects as hindrance  
On the conversations of the participation opportunities for the less privileged, the NGO 

representatives brought up superficial equality projects as a hindrance to reach equal 

participation opportunities. The employees thought that sometimes the equality projects and 

efforts by the City are something thin and superficial. The experience of superficiality was seen 

as a core hindrance for the realization of equal participation opportunities for the less privileged 

citizens in MyCity. The interviewees saw that working with equality is trendy, but too often the 

equality programmes are just another “box to be ticked” and the plans would not lead to concrete 

actions that would improve the ones most in need.  
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I-2: 
Talking about equality is trendy these days I would say. One can hear chatter about it 
everywhere all the time. [...] Sometimes it feels that it is just something one needs to have 
in a project, the City equality representatives come and suggest: hey you [organization] 
are you doing something for equality? Could you do something? So they can write on the 
paper “ok equality is done”. That’s how I feel. That the efforts are on paper and do not 
reach the people. That the talk about equality can be pretty, but superficial phrases with 
no content.  
 
I-5: 
So when it comes to Helsinki City, Espoo City and many others and equality. Well firstly 
they have already a legal obligation to do it and it is written on the strategies. But then the 
concrecy is missing: how do we do this? And therefore the groups that do not represent 
the majority of the citizens – their perspective is lacking. Their hardships are not visible. 
And these people themselves are not able to make it visible. [...] It’s not possible to reach 
equality between the citizens just by having a working group thinking about it, but not 
taking action. Equality is a nice ideal on paper. [...] no individual did anything wrong, but 
still it [MyCity] was not accessible nor equal for all participants.  
 

Interviewees thought it was more about the lack of systemic actions than carelessness. Several 

interviewees called for measures to map the current situation and track the progress or lack of 

progress of the equality work in MyCity to secure representation of less privileged groups. The 

city gained praise as well, especially the efforts of the Borough Liaisons were mentioned as 

supportive by the interviewees. Two interviewees highlighted positively an atmosphere by the 

City Employees wanting to further develop the MyCity system. Other areas that gained praise 

was voting with a low threshold: the interviewees really appreciated the improvement on adding 

an option to vote face to face – making voting accessible with citizens with no bank details nor 

ID. 

 

The cooperation alliances between the city and the organizations were mentioned as beneficial, 

even crucial for participation for the less privileged. However, the employees felt that the 

cooperation alliances with Helsinki City were superficial. As if just reaching out to a minority 

organization could fulfill the goals on equality. The representatives felt odd, for example about 

numeric reporting on workshop participants to the city when the city had not provided support 

for the work to reach the minorities. 

I-5 
We had decided to organize a MyCity ideation workshop with another NGO. The idea of 
the workshop was our own. [...] And afterwards the city contacted us. [...] it felt odd for 
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us to start reporting afterwards the numbers of the event participation to the City, 
especially since the City hadn’t supported us to create this event. 
 

Instead of reporting afterwards, the employees wished for cooperation where the organizations 

would be invited to get involved with the city from early in the process. The interviewees lacked 

“true companionship”; they would like to feel to be even more involved in the MyCity process, 

especially in the planning phase, as interviewees share:  

I-3: 
“I would wish cooperation from the City, but more, how would I say, companionship. So 
that they would ask us from the start. And not that they just assume that we are doing 
everything to reach this [target group], and then the city can just write “checked”. [...] So 
far the cooperation has not been quite deep enough, it has not been companionship.  
 
I-2: 
Well one thing is that us employees would be taken more seriously when things are done. 
[...] that we would truly be taken in as companions and co-creators in the process. 
Currently we are trying to offer ourselves to all working groups, but we are not trye 
partners. It has been more like “ok this group is now involved, tick in the box. So I felt 
that in MyCity the cooperation was sometimes on the level of “nice to get this suggestion 
form this target group, and now you know that it is done, equality is reached since this 
person has had the chance to speak. But that is superficial added on top, I would say.  
 

All and all the employees seemed to have a fear that superficial considerations on equality may 

lead to the least vulnerable citizens dropping off from the process. The NGO representatives 

raised concerns that participation in a PB process that turns out not to be beneficial for the group, 

could be another empowering experience for these already marginalized citizens. According to 

the interviewees, attempts to include the least privileged comes with a risk: if a citizen sees an 

effort to participate in a process like MyCity but then sees that their wishes and needs are 

surpassed or overheard by the process or other citizens. 

I-4: 
“Our employees are a bit afraid to encourage the customers to this process, since they are 
afraid of the customers getting a tokenistic experience. This is important for us as 
employees since it is eating up the mutual trust between us and the customers and we 
have a lot of failed experiences from the past. Our customers are really sensitive to 
superficiality. The core of our work is to strengthen our customers' participation in the 
society and then we do not want to suggest issues that can make it worse. And in MyCity 
there is the risk of making it worse. One can get a feeling of unfairness, like “hey I 
participated in this, we had this idea, we were many people but the idea did not go 
through. There was a filter here in this process, so my idea did not get to the voting 
phase”. 
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This kind of experience could be read as unfair and yet the participation could lead to 

disempowerment, further marginalization and even added mistrust towards the authorities within 

the least privileged. The interviewees mentioned that the fear of discouraging experience for 

their customers made the employees hesitant to join the process at all. 

 

I-5: 
So we have customers who are really excited about something like MyCity that could 
nicely be able to participate on their own. But then there is the risk that if they participate 
and are not met equally or the opportunity to join is blocked by something like a language 
issue, or something that the process is not accessible for you and you are not met like 
everyone else. Or you don’t receive the support you would need. That is what I fear the 
most, that MyCity can be yet again an experience that leaves you outside and 
marginalizes you even more. 
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PART 5 – DISCUSSION 

The Helsinki City participatory budgeting initiative has set “improving parity” as one of the main 

goals for the initiative (Municipal Board 2020, 1). Based on my analysis, Helsinki City PB puts a 

lot of effort into reaching a diverse group of citizens to join the participatory budgeting process. 

The analysis of the policy documents showed actions in equality and equity when it comes to the 

recruitment, ideation and co-creation of the initiative. Here the actions taken can support both 

equality and equity; help reach diverse representation for the initiative, openness combined with 

positive discrimination to support diverse participation. These actions are in line with the overall 

goals set for improving parity, inclusion and diversity in the initiative. However, when it comes 

to decision making and implementation the situation is more complex. In these stages of the 

process equality actions outnumbered equity actions. In these latter two phases of the PB 

process, mechanisms that support less privileged citizen's voices to be heard are mostly absent. 

Currently it seems the MyCity process succeeds in bringing diverse groups of citizens to join the 

initiative, but the further the process goes, the less actions there are to support diverse 

participation.  

 

Giving each individual a similar opportunity to influence over the issue in voting, as well as 

sharing the PB funds according to population size, are indeed ways to emphasize the democratic 

values of the process. Simultaneously major actions in supporting equity were lacking in the 

decision making and implementation phases. Here the goals in equality – in maintaining each 

individual's similar access to participation and influence – can come at the cost of equity: the less 

privileged groups opportunities for influence. These conflicting equality and equality choices 

raise two reflections of PB in Helsinki: firstly, on how the City of Helsinki may be understanding 

the meanings of “improving parity”. And secondly the contradiction raises questions on the 

extent of parity MyCity aims to improve, and hence also on the overall purpose of the initiative. 

Does MyCity merely aim to increase access for participation for diverse citizens for the sake of 

participating or does it also aim to give access for influencing over the outcomes? At the same 

time the analysis of the interviewees of the NGO representatives highlighted places of 

inaccessibility in the Helsinki PB process. 
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In the chapters below I discuss the findings of this study. Based both on the analysis of the policy 

documents and the NGO representative interviews I first ponder two possible answers to the 

questions regarding the conflict in equality and equity goals and actions. In the first discussion 

chapter “Parity as a way of improving participation opportunities” I first introduce the successful 

equality and equity actions in the first stages of the process. After I discuss the problems of 

neglecting equity actions in the latter two phases: risking tokenism and increasing inequalities. 

The second chapter: “Parity as a way of improving equity” I discuss a possibility that Helsinki 

PB lacks equity actions unintentionally. Suggestions on reacting to this scenario are made. In the 

third and last chapter I conclude opportunities for improving equity in MyCity. 

 

5.1. Parity as a way of improving participation opportunities  

According to the analysis, the guiding principles for the initiative included goals and actions in 

equality and equity when it comes to participant recruitment, ideation, and co-creation. These 

goals and actions were overlapping and complementing; meaning that the actions to promote all 

citizens' similar access to participation was realized in union with actions to promote less 

privileged citizens' access to participation. The city has chosen to have an open invitation for all, 

with the special efforts to reach the less powerful through NGO alliances, as ways for participant 

recruitment. This kind of recruitment approach can support both equality and equity: equality is 

supported by making PB accessible for all through self-selection (Smith 2009; Karpowitz & 

Raphael 2016; Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016). Equity, in turn, is supported with special efforts to 

recruit the less privileged through the organization cooperation alliances (Karpowitz & Raphael 

2016; Beauvais & Baechtiger 2016). The interviews of NGO representatives support this 

observation: the NGOs working with less privileged citizens received invitation and 

encouragement to join the process. Based both on the analysis of policy documents and the 

interviews, this kind of multi-approach to participant recruitment is a valid approach to reach 

more diverse participation, also in the future. If the city wanted to further improve the diversity 

and inclusion in recruitment, MyCity participant recruitment could aim to over-representation of 

the least privileged groups as Karpowitz and Raphael (2016) suggest. 
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The actions to support less privileged citizens participation were evident also on the ideation 

phase. The interviews showed participation in the ideation was possible with employee support 

also for the least privileged citizens. When it comes to the co-creation -phase, the Municipal 

Board (2020, 5) has a goal to encourage citizens to think about what is right and fair in terms of 

different social groups and equality in the co-creation workshops – without actually saying how 

to do this. Few actions of positive discrimination are in place to support the co-creation. Here, 

based on the NGO representative interviews, the equity actions were not complementary enough 

to grant access to the co-creation for the least privileged. Cooperation phase was seen as 

potential places to hinder less privileged citizens participation by the interviewees. Here it is 

important to note that the interviewees' customers are citizens with multiple levels of lack of 

privilege – factors that may make participation harder. An intersectional approach (Collins & 

Bilge 2016) supports awareness on how sources of inequality are not only additive, but they are 

overlapping and intersecting and how the intersecting factors also lead to lack of privilege and 

further to lower opportunities for participation. In the light of the interviews, even more efforts 

are needed to get these less privileged groups on board to participate and influence in MyCity. 

Intersectional perspective on how a person's background including class, gender, ability, religion, 

language, etc. influence their possibilities to participate in political processes could be 

beneficial.  

 

Facilitation of the co-creation processes is one opportunity to run more inclusive processes. 

Facilitators of the co-creation workshops could promote equality by making sure everyone gets a 

turn to speak but also support equity by making sure that also the least privileged people’s voices 

are getting heard (Beauvais & Beachtiger 2016). Training in diversity and inclusion for the 

facilitators (Pape & Lerner 2016; Martinez Palacios 2016) could be beneficial to improve less 

privileged citizens' opportunities to contribute to the co-creation process in an impactful way.  

 

An overall realization is that Helsinki is successful in providing invitations to diverse groups to 

join PB. As discussed in the chapters above, measures to improve participation opportunities 

during the ideation and co-creation are in place. The efforts of Borough Liaisons were thanked 

by the NGO representatives. However, my analysis also showed that in decision making and 

implementation phases, Helsinki City PB parity actions meant promoting equality. On these two 
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latter stages of the process parity actions were limited to the sense of providing each citizen 

equal opportunities to influence over the cause. Promoting equality alone has its flaws, as 

Baiocchi and Ganuza (2017, 18) remind: “equality is an automatic assumption that may mask 

structural difficulties preventing some voices from being heard“.  

 

The rules of the initiative emphasize equality: each idea is equally valuable, each citizen has an 

equal voice in the process, and the budget is shared based on the population in the seven districts 

of Helsinki (Municipal Board 2020). Concerns of marginalized citizen’s opportunities to 

influence were present at the NGO representative interview: the employees were skeptical on 

how the ideas of their target group could pass the voting phase. The interviewees were concerned 

that the ideas and accepted proposals from the majority of the citizens would be surpassing the 

ideas and preferences of the minority citizens. (Concerns were raised for example about elderly 

people’s wishes being unprioritized by young citizens; and about sports and recreation proposals 

overrunning the less privileged citizen’s proposals in popular vote.) In the light of the evaluation 

of the last round of MyCity (Rask et al 2020), these concerns are valid: the final evaluation 

shows that ideas under sports and outdoors recreation were overrepresented in all stages of the 

process: ideation, development and realization. Whereas ideas that were listed under theme 

“equity, equality and segregation” gained less popularity during the process. When “sports and 

outdoors recreation” proposals gained most success in the voting and realization phases, the 

equity ideas popularity decreased in the voting phase. The same happened with the categories on 

“heath, safety and accessibility”; some ideas were suggested but only very few got voted to be 

implemented. (Rask et al 2020, 10–13). In this light it is valid to raise concerns on whether the 

interests of the less privileged groups will be carried on by the more privileged citizens that 

participate more in numbers.  

 

With the absence of mechanisms to support the voices of the less privileged citizens in the 

decision making and implementation phases – Helsinki City PB may prevent less privileged 

citizen’s opportunities to pass improvement to happen though PB. Currently Helsinki PB gives 

less privileged citizens opportunities to provide ideas, but not really support them to have power 

to get these ideas implemented. This is what Pateman (2012) talks about when they refer to PB 

giving citizens the role as customers providing feedback rather than influence. 
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If special efforts are seen to reach the less privileged to take part – but at the same time no 

measures are in place to support the influence, there is a risk of tokenism. In the interviews it was 

evident that the motivation for the least privileged to join participatory budgeting came from the 

intention to improve the everyday life circumstances of these groups. At the same time the 

interviewees were hesitant to invite their customers to join the process since they were cynical 

about the actual opportunities for influence. The interviewees were concerned that participation 

for the sake of participation could be leading to a disempowering experience and further lack of 

trust in authorities within the marginalized citizens. This observation is made also in the 

literature, Allegretti and Copello (2018) highlight that if an initiative aims to increase 

cooperation between participants but doesn’t grant larger scale influence risks that the people’s 

trust towards institutions is not improving but rather declines. 

 

Participatory innovations have been criticized for granting merely symbolic power to the citizens 

(Baiocchi & Ganuza 2017; Monno & Khakee 2912; Allegretti & Copello 2018). As Monno and 

Khakee (2012) highlight, tokenistic participation may improve legitimacy of decisions, but also 

maintain the current political and economic power dynamics. The current vagueness of equity 

actions in Helsinki PB – especially in the voting and implementation phases – demonstrates 

MyCity as one of the democracy innovations that is in place merely to generate diverse citizen 

participation for the sake of activation of the citizen. Symbolic participation opportunities may 

gain an illusion of shared decision making but it also has its flaws: scholars highlight that the 

resulting policies and improvements may reflect the preferences of the privileged citizens and 

further replicating and reproducing inequalities in the society. (Moscrop & Warren 2016, 

Abdullah et al 2016; Smith 2009, 5; Bondesson 2020.)   

 

5.2. Parity as a way of improving equity   

An alternative way to interpret the conflicting MyCity parity goals and actions is that the 

Helsinki PB may indeed aim on improving parity between the citizens in the sense of wanting to 

bring different social groups closer to one another, while unintentionally excluding equity 
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actions. Improving parity between citizens is after all mentioned several times as a goal for the 

initiative: the Municipal Board document on guiding principles for MyCity -document states that 

the goals of the initiative include “generating services that benefit the society at large” 

(Municipal Board 2020, 1); that “local circumstances shall be taken into account in the 

proposals” (Municipal Board 2020, 3), and that “the different social groups should be taken into 

consideration in the realization phase of the initiative” (Helsinki Municipal Board 2020, 8). The 

City Parity Plan is an even more detailed plan taking parity goals on a more concrete level, and 

in general approaches parity from an equity perspective. The plan complements the official goals 

set by the Municipal Board with stronger equity actions. The plan seeks to gain diversity of 

participants through recruitment, but also provide support for marginalized groups in the 

realization of the initiative. The document enlists concrete action points for example by targeting 

the human resources via borough liaison capacity in areas with lower activity and lower voting 

activity (Helsinki City 2021). 

 

The contradict raises a possibility that Helsinki PB seeks improving equity, but the actions to 

improve it are lacking unintentionally. The literature highlights unclarity around equality and 

equity goals as a challenge for reaching equity with PB. Pape and Lerner (2016) claim that 

unclear equity goals is one of the key hinders for achieving equity through PB in the USA. The 

authors (ibid) highlight one of the key challenges on achieving equity is a failed common 

understanding of what is meant with equity between the different instances organizing PB. In the 

PB initiatives that Pape and Lerner (2016) studied, equality and equity was used as synonyms 

without clarifying the differences with them. This could very well be the case also with Helsinki. 

According to my analysis, the Municipal Board has set overlapping equality and equity goals for 

the initiative that partially conflict with another. It is likely that the different instances organizing 

Helsinki PB from Municipal Board members to city employees hold a differing understanding of 

what improving parity (in Finnish: yhdenvertaisuuden edistäminen) does and does not entail. 

Pape and Lerner (2016) suggest that materials articulating distinctions between “equity” and 

“equality” as well as concrete examples of how equity interventions have worked in practice 

could support the realization of equity goals. A clarification on the extent of these parity goals 

and their priorities in relation to the other goals set for the initiative could indeed be beneficial 

for MyCity organizers.  
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5.3. Remaining opportunities to improve equity through PB 

The evaluation report of the previous round of MyCity highlighted the lack of representation of 

different social groups in all stages of the process (Rask et al 2020). Based on the cooperation 

NGO representative perspectives, participation in MyCity is still largely inaccessible for the least 

privileged groups. Below I investigate remaining opportunities of improving equity in MyCity. 

According to Pape and Lerner (2016, 3) equity in the context of PB refers to accessibility and 

inclusion but also to spending decisions that benefit the communities with the greatest needs. 

 

Based on the analysis of the documents as well as the interviewees, it seems that the city has 

measures in place to reach the more vulnerable communities. The NGO cooperation system 

seems to work partially: the NGO’s do reach and bring more diverse audiences to participate in 

MyCity. However the NGO’s experienced the cooperation alliances as superficial. The 

sustainability, continuity as well as impact of these alliances could be improved by tightening the 

cooperation. The NGO representatives wished to be more tightly part of the process and 

especially the planning of it. Mommo and Khakee (2012) introduce a radical planning approach 

as an alternative to the tokenistic approach. In radical planning organizations have a significant 

role as partners creating the initiative. The knowledge and expertise from these cooperation 

organizations and their employees may indeed be a key to a more accessible and inclusive 

participation and influencing opportunities in Helsinki PB.  

 

Accessibility of the web platform is a concrete example of where tighter cooperation alliances 

with the NGOs could help improve the system. Improving the accessibility of the web-platform 

is also one of the goals in the parity plan (Helsinki City 2021, 7; 11). The Municipal Board 

(2020, 4) has also named actions to improve equal participation opportunities in ideation by 

providing special support for citizens with less technical skills to use the web-platform. 

However, the interviews highlighted that as it is now, the platform does not reach their target 

groups; further actions to improve the accessibility of the web platform are needed. The NGO 

representatives came up with ideas to improve the usability of the platform that include 

improving the use of plain language; simplicity and readability by reducing content; providing 

more detailed instructions in chronological order; offering information in more languages; 
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offering information and opportunities to leave content in non-written formats, like over video or 

audio. This kind of expertise of the special needs of the less privileged citizen from the NGOs 

could be valuable in the planning phase of Helsinki PB. 

 

Allegretti and Copello (2018) challenge the recent conversations of PB; the focus has been in 

participation at the expense of the budget. According to the authors, focus on budget is needed to 

secure the future and attractiveness of PB. Money allocation is much related to the actualization 

of equity goals for Helsinki PB. Literature talks in favor of voting mechanisms that favor less 

privileged areas in money allocation (Allegretti & Copello 2018; Sintomer et al 2013). 

Introducing an equity label that gives more visibility for ideas that benefit the different groups in 

the society (Sintomer et al 2013) is a measure the Helsinki City could also consider applying in 

PB. When it comes to the money allocation criteria, Helsinki City could apply new criteria that 

emphasize the needs of different areas instead of the number of the population. This is the case 

for example in Turku City (2020) where the money allocation is divided based on socio-

economic factors. Turku City follows principles of positive discrimination when deciding how 

the money is allocated between the city areas. Statistics on socio economic factors like 

education, income, level of unemployment as well as data about ethnic segregation influence on 

the budget allocation – Turku City allocates 50% more funds to the less privileged districts. 

(Turku City 2020). Other means to improve equity in the implementation phase could include 

changing the rules of PB to allow major improvements in social justice (E.g. Ganuza & Baiocchi 

2017), as well as increasing the scope of the initiative by significantly increasing the funds for 

MyCity (Ganuza & Baiocchi 2017; Allegretti & Copello 2018).  
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PART 6 – CONCLUSION 

During the time of my MA studies, Finland came across two historically apathetic elections – 

people’s lack of appetite in political participation forms a real and current threat for the political 

system. Complementing the old system with new forms of participation with democracy 

innovations, like participatory budgeting, has become popular for a reason: legislators seek 

revitalizing the citizens and regaining legitimacy for the system. Inclusion is one of the core 

principles of democracy innovations, also in Helsinki PB. In this study I was curious on how 

well MyCity manages to do what it seeks to do: to provide equal participation opportunities for 

everyone. When I took my research further, I realized the fairness of inclusion is not only about 

opportunities to participate but also access to influence on the matters. 

 

With this fresh perspective, I soon discovered confusion in the parity goals and action for 

Helsinki City participatory budgeting – the communication of the PB initiative is ambiguous on 

what it aims for. Hence, I decided to focus on the different parity goals set for MyCity in the 

official documents. The question I posed was: “What different equity and equality goals and 

actions can be identified from the key documents of MyCity? How might – or might not these 

complement, overlap or conflict with one another?” The study of the documents concluded 

Helsinki PB has goals in both equality and equity. The goals and choices between equity and 

equality complement each other better when it comes to recruitment, ideation and co-creation 

phases of the process. When it comes to decision making and implementation, the choices 

between equity and equality can pull in opposite directions. It was also evident that in decision 

making and implementation phases, the actions were emphasizing equality – I argue: at the cost 

of equity. The contradictory equality and equity actions and especially the lack of equity actions, 

raised questions on the extent of the parity work in Helsinki PB.  

 

As part of the journey of looking into how well MyCity manages to provide equal participation 

opportunities for everyone, I chose to listen to partners that hadn’t been given voice before: I 

interviewed MyCity cooperation organization representatives about their experience on the 

extent of participation opportunities for the least privileged citizens in the latest round of 
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MyCity. The specific question I asked was “According to minority organization representatives, 

to what extent did the equal participation opportunities materialize for the less privileged citizens 

in MyCity?” According to the analysis of the interviews of the minority organization 

representatives, employee assisted participation in ideation was possible for the least privileged 

citizens with the support of employees. Co-creation phase was seen as a hinder for participation 

for the least privileged citizens. The interview data was collected prior to the voting and 

implementation phases, but the interviewees expressed anticipatory concerns on the least 

privileged citizen’s ideas passing the decision-making phase. The online platform, instructions as 

well as superficiality of the equality work were seen as the biggest hindrances for achieving 

equal participation opportunities for the less privileged. The minority NGO employees were 

concerned that least privileged citizens' participation in MyCity could turn into another 

unempowering experience of unfair treatment or exclusion and could lead to feelings of further 

marginalization and lack of trust towards the authorities. 

 

In the discussion I raised a question on Helsinki City PB intentions with parity: whether MyCity 

aims merely means increasing participation for the sake of participation or whether improving 

parity also includes aiming for increasing diverse citizens’ access to influence over the outcomes. 

Currently it seems Helsinki City PB focuses on the first option: providing access to participation 

for diverse citizens without securing influence in the results of PB. I discussed the potential 

drawbacks of neglecting equity in PB: tokenistic participation can lead into disempowering 

experiences and result in outcomes that favor the already privileged. As an alternative 

explanation for the unclarity in the equality and equity goals, I suggest internal confusion on 

meanings and priorities around parity. In the discussion I also conclude opportunities for 

improving parity in PB. These opportunities of improving equity in participatory budgeting are 

translated into recommendations for MyCity below. 

 

To improve equal participation opportunities in MyCity, both the city legislators as well as the 

organizers and planners of the Helsinki City PB could pay attention to the choices in equality and 

equity they make when adjusting the institutional design and rules of MyCity. It would be 

worthwhile to note, that implicit focus on equality will be pulling into a separate direction from 

promoting equity; meaning that the emphasis in equality can neglect the support for the 
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unprivileged groups participation and therefore maintain the status quo of participation where the 

most privileged in wealth, education, time, and social networks participate the most. In order to 

recreate a PB model that truly provides fair opportunities for everyone to participate despite their 

background differences, a focus on equity could be helpful. The perspective in equity should be 

present in all the stages of the PB process: recruitment, ideation, co-creation, decision making 

and implementation. In the light of this study, I made three conclusive recommendations on 

improving equity in Helsinki participatory budgeting: 

 

1. Renewed equity guidelines for the initiative. The political guidelines on realization 

principles for MyCity are currently providing contradicting goals and actions on equality 

and equity. To unfold this challenge, MyCity organizers could benefit from a definition 

that clearly entails what is meant with parity (Finnish: yhdenvertaisuus) in the context of 

MyCity. Helsinki City Municipal Board could provide clearer political guidelines for the 

parity work in MyCity. These guidelines could state the priority for parity goals in 

relation to the other goals named for MyCity.   

 

2. Stronger cooperation alliances with the minority organizations and introduction of a 

new “co-creation of the process” -phase to the process. Considering the cooperation 

organization representative interviews, stronger partner relationships with the minority 

organizations could benefit the city in many ways. In depth partner alliances with civil 

society organizations would provide the city access to the special expertise and know-

how about reaching and working with the most vulnerable citizens. Strong cooperation 

alliances could entail including the minority organizations and their representatives in the 

planning of the equality process of MyCity. The Parity Plan for MyCity (Helsinki City 

2021, 13) states a need for making a cooperation plan with organizations for the next 

round of MyCity. The parity plan calls for mapping the organizations that work on the 

districts and how to reach and motivate these actors to be part of the next round of 

MyCity (ibid). In the light of this study, it is recommended to invite the organizations to 

be part of the creation of this equality plan for the next round of MyCity from the start. 

Organization’s input could be valuable, even crucial, on improving the recruitment 

efforts, accessibility of the platform as well as the co-creation sessions, and addressing 
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training needs for facilitators. In this light, I recommend adding a new step to the very 

beginning of the MyCity process: co-designing the rules and the process together with 

civil society. This new phase would invite the cooperation of NGO representatives – or 

even further: the citizens – to be part of re-designing the rules and process of the next 

round of PB. 

 

3. Improving equity in decision making and outcomes by adjusting the rules and scope 

of MyCity. If Helsinki City desires to promote equity through participatory budgeting – 

meaning to support the distribution of participatory budgeting funds to benefit groups and 

areas according to their needs – I would recommend actions to adjust the decision making 

and money allocation rules. Introducing equity labels on proposals that promote equity is 

an option to consider. The label helps give ideas that benefit the less privileged citizens 

more attention on the web platform. The web platform algorithm could give more 

visibility to these ideas promoting equity. In addition, new equity-based criteria on 

money allocation could be included. This means distributing the money according to the 

needs of districts and groups rather than size of the population. The money allocation 

could be done based on socio-economic factors, for example by budgeting more money 

for areas with more low-income citizens. Some amount of the money could be ear-

marked for the equity labeled proposals. 

 

The significance of PB in Helsinki could be lifted by increasing the scope of the budget. 

In Helsinki City, the estimated City budget for the year 2021 was 5 billion € (Helsinki 

City 2021b). The current PB budget of 8,8 million € is 0,18% of the yearly City budget. 

If the PB budget was increased to 1% of the full Helsinki City budget, the amount 

allocated for projects would be 50 million €. This level of budget, in combination with 

more flexible money allocation rules, would already allow a completely different extent 

for the citizens aspirations to be realized with PB.  
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Limitations for the study and further research     

When considering the limitations of this study, I return to an observation that Moscrop and 

Warren (2016) point out: there is a lack of theoretical integrations on equity in the field. This 

makes normative evaluation of equality and equity complicated. If I started this research from 

the beginning, I would reconsider options for a theoretical framework. I see an MA thesis as a 

practice of research; thesis projects are limited studies in data collection resources as well as the 

research time. This needs to be taken into account in the evaluation of the study results. 

 

This research data consisted of two documents and five qualitative interviews. As in many 

qualitative studies, one can raise questions about the generalization of the study results. One can 

also question whether it is valid to study the less privileged citizens' participation experience 

through second hand information, the NGO employees. The Interviewees were also selected 

based on the interviewees willingness to reach out to me as a researcher to tell about their 

experience regarding parity in MyCity. This set up may have encouraged employees with strong 

opinions about the topic to attend rather than employees with neutral or no opinions. Luckily 

participatory budgeting and also MyCity as a PB case are very popular research topics, and yet 

we can expect the areas covered in this study to be considered and evaluated in other studies. 

 

One key finding of the policy document analysis concerns the imbalance of equality and equity 

actions in decision making and implementation phases of the PB process. It is worth pointing out 

that due to earlier scheduling reasons, the NGO representative interviews were done prior to the 

voting and implementation phases. Therefore, the answers about these two phases were limited 

and only partially complementing the policy document analysis. However, a quick glance to the 

ideas that did pass the voting phase, is showing that the ideas made by the customers of the 

interviewees in this study did not pass through the voting phase – proving the concerns of the 

interviewees valid.  

 

When it comes to further research, this study addresses a couple topics of interest. Firstly, this 

study raised facilitation as a possibility to improve both equality and equity between the citizens 

in the co-creation process. Further study on the effects of facilitation on the co-creation 
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workshops and the influence facilitation on the equal participation opportunities and the support 

of the less privileged participants would be interesting. Ethnographic research during the actual 

co-creation events could be beneficial. Secondly, further research on the ideas initiated and the 

proposals that become successful – and unsuccessful in the MyCity process could be beneficial. 

Ideally the information of the created ideas and voted proposals would be connected with 

accurate socio-economic background information of the initiators of these ideas and proposals.  
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APPENDIXES 

Interview guide 

Getting started: 
• Some small talk to break the ice & gratefulness of your time 
• Shortly: the purpose and intention of this interview and the thesis 
• Practicalities: 

o Suostumuslomakkeen allekirjoitus (reading and signing the GDPR 
agreement for allowing me to record and use the interview as data) 

o Confidentiality, Interview time, next steps 
 
Guiding questions, not set in stone: 
 
What is the organization that you are connected to in the context of OmaStadi? 
What is your role/relation in it? 
 
How has your organization participated in OmaStadi? How was it? Did you get your 
initiative through, or not? Why? 
 
What made you want to be part of it?/ Why did you join? (Were you asked to join?) Are 
you getting (financially) compensated from participating? 
 
What expectations have you had for the participation in participatory budgeting? How did 
you experience the process? Was participation meaningful for your members? Did you feel 
you could have an influence?  
 
Was there something that especially supported your organization members participation 
and influence / getting your voice heard on the OmaStadi process? Was there something 
that hindered your participation and influence? [language, webplatform, facilitation, 
recruitment etc,..] Did the participant’s background or identity influence / hinder 
participation? 
 
How could OmaStadi be developed in your opinion? 
 
How well do you think OmaStadi has succeeded in providing opportunities for 
participation for you/your organization members? Why? How could equal participation 
opportunities be improved from your perspective? 
 
Are you thinking of continuing the cooperation with OmaStadi? 
 
Anything else you’d like to say? 
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 Suostumuslomake haastateltavalle (in Finnish) 

 

Suostumusasiakirja tutkimukseen osallistuvalle    

Allekirjoittamalla tämän suostumusasiakirjan, annan suostumukseni käyttää haastattelun avulla 
kerättyä tietoa osana Riina Kivilahden Omastadin yhdenvertaisuuskysymyksiin liittyvää 
opinnäytetyltä Helsingin yliopiston Contemporary Societies -maisteriohjelmaan. Haastattelujen 
tarkoituksena on selvittää OmaStadin kumppanuusjärjestöjen näkemyksiä ja kokemuksia 
OmaStadin yhdenvertaisuustyöhön liittyen.     

Haastattelut ovat luottamuksellisia, mitään tunnistettavia tietoja ei julkaista. Haastattelu voidaan 
pitää joko online (Zoomissa) tai ulkona Helsingissä elo-lokakuun 2021 aikana. Haastattelu on noin 
tunnin mittainen ja se voidaan pitää joko suomeksi tai englanniksi. Haastattelusta ei saa korvausta. 
Tutkittavien yksityisyys suojataan huolellisesti EU:n yleisen tietosuojalainsäädännön mukaisesti. 
Lisätietoa henkilötietojen käsittelystä sekä tutkittavan oikeuksista löydät ylläolevasta 
tietosuojaselosteesta. Tutkimustuloksia voidaan käyttää osana Riina Kivilahden pro gradu 
opinnäytetyötä, sekä seminaariesitelmiä.   

      

Suostumus tietojen käyttöön 

      

Ymmärrän tutkimuksen tarkoituksen 

Osallistun haastattelututkimukseen vapaaehtoisesti 

      

Paikka ja aika ___________________ 

      

Haastateltavan allekirjoitus ja nimenselvennys __________________________  

  

 

 


