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REVITALIZATION AND ACTION RESEARCH

The revitalization of public spaces and buildings has evolved to be a process
in which the community and the residents of an area are actively involved
in the process of changing and developing spaces and buildings of interest.
In this way revitalization of public spaces comes very close to the empower-
ment goals of action research. The following chapter pursues the similarities
and contrasts between action research and of revitalization of public spa-
ces. Several practices in revitalization projects are presented and analyzed.
Then, the main theoretical and methodological aspects of action research
are described and critically assessed with respect to its assumptions and
risks. The third section proposes an analytical framework for comparing ac-
tion research and revitalization projects and summarizes the main features
of action research that may be considered for future revitalization projects.

What is revitalization?

Revitalization is not such a straightforward concept in the literature, as ma-
ny authors could admit. In general, revitalization of public spaces is a part
of urban planning which aims to adapt public spaces to the needs of the
community. Involving the community in the process of change is a recent
achievement in the terms of history, and the extent to which the commu-
nity is actually realizing the urban development varies from one project to
another. For example, Cortie and Dijst (1988, p. 229) link both economic
and residential revitalization to economic growth, while social needs of the
community are not part of the scene at all. For them, economic revitaliza-
tion is achieved thanks to the investments in services and industry, while
residential revitalization appears to be a consequence of economic revival
(ibid.) and investments in historical, cultural and entertainment sites. In
one account of revitalisation in Japan, revitalization is regarded only from
an economic point of view (Seta 2008), while in another revitalization pro-
ject (Adishakti 2008) in Indonesia, the community is involved only in order
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to support the preservation of historical architecture, despite the fact that
this architecture shows no resistance to earthquakes, thus revealing commu-
nity participation without answering the local community needs for safety.
It is only in later years and in some parts of the world that revitalization
has been performed in relation to community-driven needs. Two revival
projects from Minneapolis, in the United States of America (USA) have
been analyzed with respect to the extent to which they enforce the state
institutions’ neo-liberal agenda upon the local communities (Elwood 2002,
p. 121), thus pointing out more clearly the differences between what I would
call revitalization that uses community participation and community-driven
revitalization.

Seta (2008) describes one revitalization project conducted in the town
of Toyama, Japan. The main problem faced by the city of Toyama and
other Japanese cities is the decay of downtown, simultaneously with the de-
velopment of suburban areas. The cultural and economic context in which
revitalization is performed is characteristic to Japan, in the sense that the
economic and local community are organized in various voluntary and non-
profit organizations considered responsible for downtown-revitalization. Ho-
wever, revitalization in the study performed by Seta (ibid.) is regarded only
from an economic point of view, while involvement of residents is limited
to residents who own businesses in the town centre or those who are mem-
bers of neighbourhood associations, local merchant’s associations and the
Chamber and the Society for Commerce and Industry. Participation of re-
sidents is mediated through these professional and local associations. The
social needs of the community are not an issue in the revitalization pro-
cess described in this paper, and neither are social inclusion, inequality1

or building community relations through the sense of place2. In complete
opposition to revitalization based on community driven needs, the paper of
Seta concludes that “strong leadership with consensus among all entities in
the downtown are necessary for planning and realizing effective strategies”
(ibid., p. 180), thus suggesting that failure to revive downtown Toyama is
amenable to lack of strength in leadership and a lack of consensus among
community members.

On the other hand, Bradford (2013) describes two federal-government-
projects for community revitalization performed between 2000 and 2005 and
2004-2006, respectively, in Canada, based on the concepts of “new localism”
and “place-based policy making” (PBPM). PBPM is built on “engag[ing]
local actor networks” in solving “wicked problems – entrenched, intercon-

1as is the case of Bradford (2013).
2as is the case of Billig (2005, p. 117).
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nected and localized (. . . ) across sectors and governments” (ibid., p. 158).
The new localism accepts that “neighbourhood effects” originate in public
policies, services and resources that are distributed in ways that undere-
stimate certain neighbourhoods and support others. In order to solve such
problems the new localism paradigm proposes that “experiential know-how
of residents” and “professional technical advantage of governments” together
with “street-level service providers’ organizing opportunities” should work
together (ibid., p. 158). The two projects described in Bradford’s (2013)
paper aim to tackle poverty and social exclusion through the main charac-
teristics of PBPM, namely: incrementalism, interscalar links and learning
from the local (ibid., p. 161). Incrementalism is based on “collecting expe-
riences from small-scale, discrete pilot projects in selected neighbourhoods”
(ibid., p. 161). Interscalar links refer to the manner in which small-scale
experiences are scaled-up to national level policy. The mechanism which al-
lows such generalization to take place is based on “systematic connections”
between the two levels. At the same time, learning from the local should
be based on “fine-grained qualitative knowledge of neighbourhoods, their
community dynamics and individual and family pathways of connection”
(ibid., p. 161).

In contrast to the revitalization work described by Seta (2008), in which
the so-called systematic connections between different local communities
and the local government policy are expected to be based on consensus,
the Vancouver Agreement project described by Bradford (2013) managed
to benefit from the diversity of opinions provided by the community. During
the consultation period of the Vancouver Agreement (VA) the project has
been discussed with the local community in 11 public meetings with about
200 attendees, in which it has been argued that “DTES [Downtown East-
side] residents possessed the local knowledge, community experience and
skills to be partners in the VA and ’outside experts’ must tap these resour-
ces and assist marginalized individuals to participate” (ibid., p. 164). This
suggestion has been implemented by means of “task teams” which surveyed
community needs and opportunities and proposed projects for evaluation
to the Management and Policy Committee. On the other hand, another
suggestion emerged during the public meetings with the local community,
but it was not provided with an answer in the project implementation pha-
se. The suggestion that the Vancouver Agreement should receive dedicated
funding, was not met and the project began as an unfunded one in which
“[t]hrough institutionalized dialogue, existing resources would be redirected
around common priorities” (ibid., p. 165).

The second project described by Bradford (ibid., p. 168) was the Action
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for Neighbourhood Change, “a two-year action-learning project [meant] to
explore, test and articulate a resident-led approach to neighbourhood revi-
talization”. The community involvement was mediated by trained “commu-
nity animators [who] created network-based projects for language training,
youth and immigrant women” (ibid., p. 171). In this way, revitalization was
directed towards the social and communication needs of the community
which were expected to influence also urban space revival.

The revival of public spaces can be influenced by many factors. Conse-
quently, the term should be separated from related concepts used to reveal
the different factors which are assumed to have an impact over them. Turala
and Sikora-Fernandez (2014, p. 242) give a definition and taxonomy of urban
transformations and differentiate between restructuring and redevelopment
(“restructuring the urban space in its social and economic dimensions”),
urban renewal (“replacing slums and other run-down buildings with new
developments”), rehabilitation and regeneration (“restoring past greatness
of buildings”) and revitalization (a part of urban renewal, alongside reno-
vation, modernization and revalorization which is meant to restore life and
appeal of urban areas). For Turala and Sikora-Fernandez revitalization is
a multi-dimensional process combining social, economic and spatial dimen-
sions in response to a critical state of affairs in which the local actors act as
agents of change, but in the absence of grand spatial modifications of the
targeted site. Unlike the older perspectives presented by Cortie and Dijst
(1988) economic, residential and communitarian revitalization go hand in
hand.

However, as can be seen from the previous revitalization projects pre-
sented here, community involvement is not always a straight-forward acti-
vity with clear-cut methodology. This is why Elwood (2002) critically ana-
lyzes the extent to which either community needs at the grass-roots or
government-lead policy agenda have been enforced in the Neighbourhood
Revitalization Program (NRP) developed in the city of Minneapolis, USA
in 64 out of 81 neighbourhoods over 20 years with funding available in two
phases, amounting to $400 million. The paper argues that despite enforcing
a neoliberal agenda upon participating communities, it also fostered the
pursuit of goals that were not among the initial NRP objectives.

In contrast to the project described by Seta (2008) in which non-profit
organizations and professional associations aimed to revitalize downtown
by taking into consideration only economic interests, and to the one de-
scribed by Bradford (2013), in which the local community’s contribution
was allowed to emerge only in the pilot test of the project, the project
presented by Elwood (2002) used a set of practices which permitted the
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initial policy objectives proposed top-down to be contested and improved
in some local communities. Basically, for some communities, Phase 2 of the
project included objectives which were derived from results of Phase 1. Not
all neighbourhoods included in the project have produced “contest[ing] and
re-thinking of revitalization through their NRP plans” (ibid., p. 128). Only
neighbourhoods which were in “the most prosperous conditions” and those
“facing the most severe problems” (ibid., p. 128) have deviated from the
original objectives. On the other hand, only communities “whose neighbo-
urhood organizations had the greatest stability and local political connec-
tions” (ibid., p. 128) contested the local state’s agenda. Although it is not
clear from this paper how “stability” and “political connections” have been
measured, one of the most interesting un-intended results of the project has
been that community members were “more informed about city procedures
and services, and technical aspects of housing, transportation, economic de-
velopment, policing, and a host of other issues and more prepared than ever
to challenge the city’s position” (ibid., p. 129). This conclusion was derived
from the reaction of the communities to a scaling down of the NRP budget
for the second phase, namely a “detailed and highly informed commentary
on the financial, logistical and programmatic merits of several proposals
for implementing phase two within the new funding constraints” described
in local papers (ibid., p. 129). In other words, more than simply allowing
the community to participate, the project empowered a part of the com-
munity by providing an understanding of the restrictions faced by public
institutions, and thus granting the knowledge needed to improve them.

Action research

Action research emerged from two main critiques of current consultancy
based on social research practices, both of them emerging from the inequ-
ality of power between the researcher and the researched. First consultancy
research assumes that external entities may provide meaningful advice on
internal practices. Secondly, practice is imposed on practitioners based on
generalizations which may not reflect the characteristics of the organiza-
tions on which it is being imposed. Assuming that externals “know better”
and that “what applies to most, applies to all” belong however to the old
debates in the history of science. Nevertheless, on top of scientific debates,
such criticism has also yielded an applied field of research, which will be
presented in this section from a critical point of view.

Action research was first envisioned by the works of Dewey, Lewin, Col-
lier and Moreno (Townsend 2014) and nowadays is applied in many forms
(Bryman 2008), like participatory research, critical participatory action re-
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search, practical action research, industrial action research, technical action
research and many more (Kemmis et al. 2014). Kemmis et al. (ibid., p. 22)
describe the differences between participatory research and social research
and argue that in the former participation is aimed at overcoming unwanted
consequences of practice, like “irrationality”, “unsustainability” and “injusti-
ce”. They oppose to critical participatory research the studies in which the
objectivity of the researcher is presumed and in which the researcher is
external to the practice field. From this point of view, the perspective pro-
posed by them is similar to that of Winter and Munn-Giddings (2001, p. 8):
“Action research is the study of a social situation carried out by those invo-
lved in that situation in order to improve both their practice and the quality
of their understanding”. However, the definition given by Winter and Munn-
Giddings differentiates itself from critical action research as purported by
Kemmis et al.(ibid., p. 14) in that the purpose of critical action research
is not just “improving control over outcomes” (also called “technical action
research”) or “educating or enlightening practitioners” (also called “practical
action research”), but mostly “emancipating people and groups from irra-
tionality, unsustainability and injustice”. Such emancipation is performed
through a feed-back loop, in the tradition of Lewin, based on the cycle:
plan, act, observe, reflect, re-plan, act, etc.

Winter and Munn-Giddings (2001, p. 8) actually deny the role of pro-
fessional social scientists if they are external to the organization: “we do
not need to be dependent on outside experts on social science theory and
methodology in order to be able to formulate issues or to determine ap-
propriate methods” (Kemmis et al. 2014). While it is understandable why
external researchers are not always desirable agents of change, it appears
that the unstated implication of Winter and Munn-Giddings’ assertion is
that practitioners, on top of being professionals in their own field should also
become professionals in research. Kemmis et al. agree that the support of
“consultants and collaborators can and do provide real and valuable support
to participant researchers” (ibid., p. 9), still they are also vulnerable to the
dangers of projecting their own self-interests upon the research and conse-
quently upon the research participants. It is, indeed, a natural propensity of
people engaged in group decision-making to project their own views upon
the others (Stanovich, West 2000, p. 645). However, the interests of partici-
pants at all levels of an organizational hierarchy are not always convergent
and so, practitioners engaged in action research, themselves, incur the same
dangers as external researchers, in general. It seems clear that both Winter
and Munn-Giddings (2001) and Kemmis et al. (2014) look at practitioners
at all levels of an organization as a homogeneous group both from the point
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of view of their interests and from the point of view of their power relations:

“[f]or action research, hierarchies of power and status (between acade-
mic and practical knowledge, between researchers and practitioners,
between professionals and their clients, between experts and layper-
sons) are seen as inhibiting and impoverishing the creation and distri-
bution of knowledge” (Winter, Munn-Giddings 2001, p. 8).

“we believe that insiders have special advantages when it comes to
doing research in their own sites and to investigating practices that
hold their work and live together in those sites – the practices that
are enmeshed with those sites” (Kemmis et al. 2014, p. 5).

It is not clear whether insiders are always free to change their own prac-
tices without the support of hierarchical superiors and of their hierarchical
superiors, and so on, who may or may not have different interests than prac-
titioners. Especially in some organizational cultures, change is seen as the
responsibility of superiors. Employees who engage in change incur the risk
of losing their job or being deterred in their efforts. In such cases, exter-
nal consultants act as mediators between two levels of power, namely, the
practitioners and their superiors.

Townsend (2014) describes the different problems between research con-
ducted by practitioners aimed at improving their own practices and the
research conducted by research professionals aimed at obtaining generaliza-
ble principles that are applicable in practice. The first one is the creation
of a hierarchy between the two types of research in which practitioner-led
research is subordinate to professional-researcher-led studies. The second
problem described by Townsend is based on the argument of Schön (1991)
which shows that external researchers cannot comprehend the intricacies of
practice from their ivy tower. I would argue, however, that neither an ivy
tower perspective, nor an internal perspective will offer the necessary and
sufficient information needed to decide upon the best practices, in any con-
ditions. It is only through the corroboration of both reference points that
a clear and accurate perspective can be obtained.

More than this, it is said that the privilege of participatory research
is to create the conditions in which participants “speak a shared language”
(Kemmis et. al 2014, p. 5). In the project presented by Bradford the com-
munity participated in discussions and a part of the issues raised in these
discussions have been addressed, while others did not. Nevertheless, this
type of participation did not lead to the type of contestation described by
Elwood (2002). A shared language is not a guarantee of shared meaning.
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Although recurrent meetings and discussions are necessary to reach sha-
red meanings, they are not sufficient in order to achieve it. Some form of
feed-back and efficiency of communication between different levels of power
is required, such as the two phases employed by the project described by
Elwood (ibid.).

Another issue emphasized by Townsend (2014) is that in action research
the notion of “practice” is not particularly well defined. Thus, he investigates
the way in which practitioners of action research describe the link between
research and practice. Results reveal that participants evoke being infor-
med and feeling empowered. Empowerment for Townsend’s (ibid., p. 16)
participants means:

• a chance to “have a say about what is important”;

• a chance to do things that are considered important;

• a chance to change things that do not seem important.

However, there is no mention of how it is possible to differentiate empower-
ment from the Hawthorne effect or the observer effect according to which
participants who feel observed and monitored may simply perform their
tasks better (Mayo 1945).

On the other hand, contrary to some of the principles of action rese-
arch, participants in this study revealed the desire to have their endeavours
“more widely used”. In some sense this means imposing onto others the
practices that have been found useful in one area or in one setting. Some
of this natural desire could be explained by psychological results revealing
the fact that outcomes that have been obtained or produced by ones own
effort will be valued higher than outcomes obtained by others (Ariely 2011).
Townsend (2014) , himself states that further research should be carried out
with respect to the transferability of action research results. Still, in this
way, action researchers fall into the same problems of generalizability of qu-
alitative research incurred usually by external researchers (Gheondea-Eladi
2014, p. 114; Polit, Beck 2010, p. 1451; Shadish et al. 2002).

A unifying framework for revitalization and action research

In the first part of this chapter, revitalization of public spaces has evolved
to use local community participation and certain types of practice in order
to place public spaces in use again. From the second part, action research
appears to be a paradigm based on the empowerment of actors involved
in the practice of a certain field. However, in general, while community
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participation may lead to the empowerment of the local community (Spe-
er et al. 2013, p. 103), not all projects that involve participation lead to
empowerment (Rogers et al. 2007, p. 785). In this section I will show that
empowerment and the practice of participation are the common grounds
based on which revitalization and action research can come together. The
following paragraphs will give a brief overview of these two terms such that
in the concluding part, the unifying analytical framework based on these two
concepts can be applied to inform both revitalization and action research.

Despite the fact that there is a growing literature on empowerment and
its meaning (Lemire 2013, p. 167; Perkins, Zimmerman 1995, p. 569; Yehu-
da 1998, Yeh-Yun Lin 1998, p. 223), the nature of practice is not as much
the focus of analysis (Townsend 2014, Kemmis et al. 2014, Schwandt 2014,
p. 231; Perkins, Zimmerman 1995). Empowerment appears in a variety of
disciplines, from health (Lemire 2013, Koelen, Lindstrom 2005, p. 10) to
organizations and management (Bowen, Lawler 1992, p. 31; Greasley et al.
2008, p. 39) to social problems (Kyem 2001, p. 5; Jennings 2011, p. 63),
education (Limerick, Burgess-Limerick 1992, p. 19) and sexuality and gen-
der (Peterson 2010, p. 307). Despite having at least as much applicability as
empowerment, practice is usually taken for granted (Guillemin et al. 2010,
p. 21; Onwuegbuzie, Leech 2009, p. 881) while being an issue only for action
researchers (Schwandt 2014, Kemmis et al. 2014) and theoreticians (Scheer
2012, p. 193). Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary (Hornby 1989, p. 972)
differentiates between practicing on something which means “doing some-
thing repeatedly or regularly in order to improve one’s skill” and practice
which means “making something part of one’s behaviour by doing it regu-
larly”. The same dictionary defines the verb to empower as “to give lawful
power or authority to somebody to act”. Departing from these basic me-
anings, various research has nuanced the two terms and has also provided
connections and links between them.

Kemmis et al. (2014, p. 51) observe that “critical participatory action
research (. . . ), aims at changing people’s practices, their understanding of
their practices, and the conditions under which their practices are carried
out”. They go on to examine the main characteristics of practice, namely
“meaning and purpose”, “structure”, “situated[ness]”, temporality, institu-
tionalization, reflexivity and practicality (ibid., pp. 51-52). Therefore, for
them, practice, means: doing for this purpose, in this situation and at this
time, in a way that can be repeated by others, reflected upon and improved.
Nevertheless, for Kemmis et al. practice is not only “doing”, but also “saying
and relating” that is guided by “practice architectures” without conditioning
them (ibid., p. 55).
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On the other hand, for Schwandt (2014, p. 233), practice is to theory
what application is to generalization. He points out that knowing what
caused an event and acting upon it are two very different issues which
“demand two different kinds of knowledge”. Also, he distinguishes practice
from habit by arguing that practice is informed by necessary and sufficient
knowledge, while habit requires only some knowledge. Consequently, the
crucial step from knowing to doing is informed by the answer to the question:
“what should I do now given this evidence” (ibid., p. 235).

Townsend (2014, p. 16) explores the relationship between practice and
research by looking at action researchers’ accounts of their own work. In
doing so he draws the link between practice and empowerment by defining
the latter as “a chance to have a say about what is important” in ones acti-
vity (practice), a chance to do things that one thinks are important for the
practice and a chance to change things that do not seem important in the
practice. This is connected to the main characteristics of individual-level
practice proposed by Scheer (2012, pp. 209-216) which entails: (1) “mobi-
lization” of body resources for the repeated exercise of “habits, rituals and
everyday pastimes” and “doings, and sayings”; (2) naming experiences and
expressions of feelings in socially accepted and constructed ways; (3) com-
municating emotions “as means of exchange”; (4) “regulating and learning
emotions”. These two perspectives are actually saying that, empowerment
is power over one’s practice.

However, looking at empowerment from the point of view described by
Townsend can be summarized in the terms used by Peterson (2010, p. 308)
as “power to [do something]”, as opposed to “power over [someone]”. Peterson
(ibid.) also points out that the scientific literature reveals uncertainty as to
which of the two reflect better the concept of empowerment. On the other
hand, Perkins and Zimmerman (1995) remind the readers of the special is-
sue on empowerment of the American Journal of Community Psychology
about the possibility to see empowerment as eliciting the persons’ capacity
and skills sustained by a pro-active mental state considered “healthy”. Ne-
vertheless, they also warn about the fact that aspirations to increase control
may not lead to increases in quality of life in all circumstances. Laverack
(2006, p. 113) points out yet another aspect of empowerment which is li-
kely to lead to trouble: the fact that empowerment needs to emerge from
cooperation between the powerful and the weak. This idea is only possible
if one assumes that “the boundaries of power are neither natural nor ine-
vitable, but are merely political mechanisms, which could be arranged in
other ways” and if there is a “belief that change can occur” (Dworski-Riggs,
Langhout Day 2010, p. 215).
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Conclusions

Revitalization may lead to several degrees of community participation, it
can be informed to different extents by community needs and it may lead to
a certain degree to empowerment, but not necessarily and not in all cases.
As the sequence of projects presented in the first section reveals, success3

generally depends on how the practice of revitalization is structured in order
to encourage community involvement (as in the case of Seta (2008) or Adi-
shakti (2008)), community participation (as in the case of Bradford (2013))
or community-driven revitalization (as in the case of Elwood (2002)).

Action research departed from the desire to handle existing power re-
lations, but it inevitably disregards power relations that develop among
practitioners themselves, at different levels of an organization. It also stri-
ves to balance the view of external researchers by opposing to it the internal
view of the practitioner. However it is not based on a direct collaboration
between the two. Thirdly it aims to foster participation of the local com-
munity, but it depends on how the practice of participation is performed
and structured. It also aims to empower practitioners to influence their own
practices, but risks falling into the traps set by generalization and trans-
ferability of practice. Nevertheless, in all these aspects, action research is
revealed as pertaining to two of the aspects discussed for revitalization:
empowerment and practice.

In light of the unifying framework where empowerment and practice
have been described, revitalization and action research have two important
aspects to learn from each other:

• action researchers may consider the collaboration between external
researchers and internal practitioners, as it has been advocated by
practitioners in revitalization projects;

• revitalization studies may consider the experience of participation
practice available in action research projects, as this may prove effec-
tive in passing from revitalization based on community involvement
to the one driven by the community.

3Defined as the achievement of revitalization which does not simply involve or consult
with the local community, but is also driven by an interest in identifying and answering
their needs with respect to the revival of the public space.
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The revitalization of public spaces and buildings has evolved to be a process in which
the community and the residents of an area are actively involved in the process of chan-
ging and developing spaces and buildings of interest. In this way revitalization of public
spaces comes very close to the empowerment goals of action research. The following pa-
per pursues the similarities and contrasts between action research and revitalization of
public spaces. Several practices in revitalization projects are presented and analyzed.
Then, the main theoretical and methodological aspects of action research are described
and critically assessed with respect to its assumptions and risks. The third section pro-
poses an analytical framework for comparing action research and revitalization projects
and summarizes the main features of action research that may be considered for future
revitalization projects.




