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INTRODUCTION 

Growing  
Together  
through 

Participatory 
Practice

For three months, 60 eight-year-olds re-
searched model neighborhoods for density 
and walkability and identified child friendly 

design recommendations for the City of Boulder, 
Colorado. In a culminating event, city staff and 
officials visited their school to hear children’s 
visions for housing design, increased inclusivity 
and sustainability, and ways to integrate flood 
protection with opportunities for play. During a 
discussion period, one of the city leaders asked 
students to identify their favorite aspects of the 
project. Dozens of hands shot into the air. In 
different ways, students shared their excitement 
about exchanging information and ideas with 
professional designers to inform the project. 
After one girl described her high points in this 
community-based design process, she concluded, 
“Doing this was heaven! I want to keep doing this 
all my life!” 

• • •

In Johannesburg, South Africa, children in a 
downtown squatter camp collaborated with the 
mayor’s office to document their lives and iden-
tify ways to improve living conditions for chil-
dren in informal settlements like theirs. At first, 
as they made drawings and shared stories about 
their homes and daily routines, they did not 
want their names on any of their work for fear 
that people in the city would discover their mar-
ginal status. But when the day arrived for them 
to present their recommendations in a workshop 
for staff from the city, nonprofit organizations, 
and aid agencies, they had elected representa-
tives from their group who spoke for them, and 
they had hung their pictures around the room 
with their names included. As the workshop 

unfolded, one of the boys later confided, “I felt 
so proud for all of us.”5

This book presents programs and meth-
ods that are intended to offer young people 
experiences like these and embed child and 
youth participation in the culture of urban 
 decision-making.6 It provides an introduction 
to the history and principles of participation, a 
framework for developing projects, and useful 
tools and approaches to engaging children and 
youth, ages 2–18, from project conception to 
completion and celebration. Case studies come 
from cities in both developed and developing 
countries and illustrate both small and large 

5. Jill Swart-Kruger, “Children in a South African squatter 
camp gain and lose a voice,” in Growing Up in an Urbanising 
World, ed., Louise Chawla (London: Earthscan Publications, 
2002), 111–133; and personal communication by Jill Kruger 
to Louise Chawla. 
6. This book uses “children” as the term is defined by the 
United Nations to include all people under 18. The term 
“young people” is used synonymously. “Youth” includes older 
teens in addition to young adults. 
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scale projects, using a variety of methods that 
range from those that require very few resources 
to those that incorporate the latest technological 
innovations. 

You can use this manual to help you plan a 
single project, such as involving students in ren-
ovating a park or improving pedestrian safety in 
their city. Even if you have ambitions to do more, 
a commitment to a single project can be a good 
way to begin, to try out new ways of working 
and identify partners who also believe in the 
value of young people’s ideas. If you want to go 
further, this book invites you to pursue the larger 
aim of creating an institutionalized program for 
participatory design and planning that can in-
clude a variety of individual projects over time 
and make young people’s contributions to city 
decision-making a distinctive part of your city’s 
identity and culture. 

While this book draws from a wide range of 
projects and practices throughout the world, it is 
rooted in the authors’ experiences of coordinat-
ing participatory programs with young people, 
through UNESCO’s Growing Up in Cities work 
internationally and the Growing Up Boulder 
partnership based in Boulder, Colorado, USA. 
Together, we bring to our writing more than 50 
years of combined experience in participatory 
practices with children and youth.

A theme that runs through all the meth-
ods described in this book is the importance of 
young people’s voices—in expressing their lived 
experiences, their playfulness and imagination, 
and their practical solutions for realizing sus-
tainability within cities. In a recent resilience 
planning project with children in Boulder and 
Mexico City, a partner teacher asked students 
what they saw in common between the children 
in both cities. We were not surprised when one 
eight-year-old said, “We are all trying to make 
the world a better place.” It has been our collec-
tive experience that young people have much to 
offer to the fields of urban planning and design 
and to our society at large: they creatively solve 
problems and inspire positive solutions, consider 

the needs of diverse people as well as animals 
and ecosystems, and want to actively contribute 
to making their communities better places in 
which to live.

Participation cultivates a sense of hope and 
possibility. Not only are children’s perspectives 
important in their own right, but their positive 
outlook is infectious for adults as well as an in-
spiration for intergenerational action. No one 
knows what the future is going to bring, but it is 
certain that we will have to live more sustainably. 
Toward this end, everyone’s wisdom and skills 
matter. As part of this transformation, we can 
choose to move toward a world that reveals a 
spirit of community and shared resourcefulness. 
And we can create openings for children and 
youth to be part of these efforts, to be part of 
strong democracies.

An International Framework 
for Children’s Participation

In the 1960s, in reaction to massive postwar 
urban renewal in Europe and North America, 
some urban planners and designers concluded 
that vital and inclusive cities could never be 
achieved by distant top-down decision-making: 
urban professionals need to work with commu-
nities, understand residents’ perspectives, give 
them a voice and speak for them in planning 
and design processes. These “advocacy planners” 
improvised new participatory methods to engage 
with adult groups.7 

In 1970, in response to the cresting wave 
of the environmental movement, UNESCO 
(the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization) convened a group of 
environmental professionals to discuss people- 
centered solutions to environmental problems. 
They believed that people could form positive 

7. Paul Davidoff, “Advocacy and pluralism in planning.” Jour-
nal of the American Institute of Planners 31, no. 4 (1965): 
331–338.
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relations with the environment if they were sup-
ported in the pursuit of beauty in their surround-
ings and dignity in human relationships.8 One 
member of this group was Kevin Lynch, who 
had pioneered the use of walks, interviews, and 
map-making to understand how adults expe-
rience urban districts and how places function 
for them.9 Wanting to understand how people’s 
relations with their cities develop over time, he 
proposed a new  UNESCO program, Growing 
Up in Cities, to apply similar methods with 
small groups of children in early adolescence in 
low-income urban areas faced with rapid change. 

Lynch succeeded in assembling teams of 
geographers, social researchers, architects, urban 
planners, and designers in Mexico, Argentina, 
Poland, and Australia. Children shared how 
they used local places, resources they valued, 
their constraints, and fears. They had thoughtful 
suggestions for how to make their localities bet-
ter places for all ages.10 But in the 1970s, Lynch 
discovered, city officials showed no interest in 
young people’s ideas. He published his team’s 
methods and findings and went on to other 
ventures. 

In 1989, the United Nations’ adoption of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
created new conditions for young people’s par-
ticipation. The most rapidly accepted human 
rights document in history, it has been ratified 
by all member nations of the United Nations 
with the current exception of the United States. 
It contains 41 articles that are designed to ensure 
children’s protection from harm, provision of 
basic needs, and participation in decisions that 
affect their lives, followed by 13 articles related 
to implementation.11 Ratifying nations commit  
 

8. Chawla, Growing Up in an Urbanising World, 22.
9. Lynch, Kevin. The Image of the City. (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1960).
10. Lynch, Kevin. Growing Up in Cities. (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1977).
11. UNICEF, “Convention on the Rights of the Child.” 
UNICEF.org. http://www.unicef.org/crc (Retrieved June 
29, 2016).

to submitting regular five-year reports to the 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of 
the Child to document the progress they have 
made toward realizing children’s rights, and these 
reports attract scrutiny by the media and child 
advocacy organizations. The Committee on the 
Rights of the Child has ruled that children’s rights 
to participation include a voice in decisions that 
shape their environments.12

This principle was extended by Agenda 21, 
the framework for action that was generated 
at the United Nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development (the Earth Summit) in 
1992. It includes a chapter on children and youth 
as a major group whose protection and health 
need to be central to goals for sustainable devel-
opment, and who need to be included in partic-
ipatory processes to improve the environment.13 
The Habitat Agenda, the plan of action from the 
United Nations Conference on Human Settle-
ments in 1996 (Habitat II) specifically addressed 
the importance of participatory processes with 
children and youth to create better conditions 
in cities and towns and “to make use of their 
insight, creativity and thoughts on the envi-
ronment.”14 Habitat III, which brought urban 
actors together from across the globe in 2016, 
affirmed the principles of sustainable develop-
ment and the inclusion of people of all ages, 
genders, ethnicities, and income levels in urban 
decision-making.15

In response to the United Nations adoption 
of the CRC, UNESCO revived the Growing Up 
in Cities program in 1995, with an initial focus 

12. Rachel Hodgkin and Peter Newell, Implementation Hand-
book on the Convention on the Rights of the Child. (UNICEF, 
1998).
13. United Nations, “Agenda 21.” United Nations.org. https:// 
sustainabledevelopment.un.org/outcomedocuments 
/agenda21. (Retrieved June 29, 2016).
14. United Nations, “The Habitat Agenda,” UN Confer-
ence on Sustainable Development, Habitat II. http://www 
.un- documents.net/hab-ag.htm. (Retrieved July 27, 2016).
15. United Nations, “The New Urban Agenda.” Habitat III 
.org. https://www.habitat3.org/the-new-urban-agenda. (Re-
trieved July 27, 2016).
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in eight countries,16 and UNICEF (the United 
Nations Children’s Fund) launched its Child 
Friendly Cities Initiative in 1996.17 This initiative 
provides a template to help governments inte-
grate children’s rights into policies and programs 
across sectors. In countries that have ratified the 
CRC, governments at every level have a respon-
sibility to make efforts in good faith to support 
children’s rights, and this has inspired the fund-
ing and implementation of many participatory 
projects. In the United States, progressive cities 
can independently choose to advance children’s 
rights. This is one of the motives behind the es-
tablishment of Growing Up Boulder, one of the 
main programs that this book features. 

In Europe, initiatives to involve young peo-
ple in urban planning and design are shared by 
the European Network of Child Friendly Cit-
ies through blogs and biennial conferences.18 
In the United States, the Children, Youth and 
Environment Network of the Environmental 
Design Research Association organizes a strand 
of sessions on child and youth participation at 
annual conferences. Currently there is a dynamic 
global field of practice in participatory urban 
design and planning with children and youth. 
This book draws on this international network 
for case studies that illustrate effective methods 
and approaches to participation.

Changing Contexts  
of Urban Planning 

Sustainability, resilience and climate adaptation 
have come to the forefront of social and environ-
mental issues that urban planning needs to ad-
dress. Planning for sustainability seeks to balance 
The Three E’s—environmental quality, economic 
development, and social equity and vibrancy. 
Cities seek to achieve these goals through a wide 

16. Chawla, Growing Up in an Urbanising World.
17. UNICEF, “Child Friendly Cities.” UNICEF.org. http://
www.childfriendlycities.org. (Retrieved June 28, 2016).
18. Ibid.

range of means, including cleaner, more efficient 
energy usage; compact and connected devel-
opment; sustainable modes of transportation; 
integration of nature into the urban fabric; and 
an inclusive city, with opportunities for people to 
actively shape the places where they live through 
placemaking and participatory governance. 

Increasingly, humanity lives in cities, and 
therefore cities are prime sites for the search for 
a sustainable balance between human needs and 
the planet’s finite resources. In 1975, when par-
ticipatory research with children was emerging, 
37% of the world’s population lived in cities. In 
2014, this figure was 54%.19 The United Nations 
projects that 66% of the world’s population will 
be urban dwellers by 2050.20 In 1975, the major-
ity of urban residents lived in China, Europe and 
North America.21 By 2014, more than half of all 
urban residents lived in Asian cities. Whereas ap-
proximately half of the world’s population lived 
in “less developed” countries in 1975, this num-
ber has grown to 75% of the world’s population 
in 2015. These population shifts are projected to 
continue, with the highest rates of urban growth 
anticipated in Asia and Africa, especially in lower 
resourced countries.22 

As a result of growing population pressures, 
rising resource consumption, and climate change 
due to increasing atmospheric concentrations of 
greenhouse gases, the world is also facing un-
precedented environmental change. Cities  have 
 

19. United Nations, “World Urbanization Prospects: The 
2005 Revision.” United Nations.org. http://www.un.org 
/esa/population/publications/WUP2005/2005WUP_FS1.
pdf. (Retrieved July 26, 2016); United Nations, “World 
Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision.” United Na-
tions.org. https://esa.un.org/unpd/wup/Publications/Files 
/WUP2014-Highlights.pdf. (Retrieved July 26, 2016).
20. United Nations, “World Population Prospects: The 2017 
Revision.” United Nations, Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs. http://www.un.org/en/development/desa 
/population/. (Retrieved December 27, 2017).
21. United Nations, “World Urbanization Prospects: The 
2014 Revision.” United Nations, Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, Population Division. Custom data ac-
quired via website. (Retrieved July 26, 2016).
22. Ibid.
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a large ecological footprint as they draw re-
sources from all over the planet to meet urban 
dwellers’ basic needs as well as the many desires 
of a global consumer culture. Yet cities also offer 
efficiencies such as public transportation and 
dense housing near accessible services. Financial 
and human capital are concentrated in cities, 
with many creative and educated people who 
can work together to move society in more sus-
tainable directions.23 

Environmental degradation affects human 
settlement patterns, as rural families move to 
cities to escape drought and declining soil qual-
ity, and families leave coastal regions threatened 
by rising sea levels. Political instability adds to 
these population shifts, as families flee violence 
in Central America, the Middle East, Africa, and 
other regions of the world. Families also disperse 
across cities and nations as they seek employ-
ment in a globalized economy. With urban mi-
gration comes the imperative to understand the 
shifting terrain of cities from the perspective 
of all citizens who live and work, struggle and 
play there. 

Since the 1970s, we have also seen the in-
creasingly inequitable distribution of resources, 
from growing concentrations of wealth in the 
hands of a few, to government disinvestment 
in public services.24 While many urban shifts 
can be seen and assessed at large scales, inequi-
ties are directly felt at local levels, in the “finely 
grained differentiations” experienced in infor-
mal settlements, slums, “ghettos,” and public 
housing sites.25 Scholars who consider the city a 
site for social transformation, where people can 
be active agents of change, call for participatory 
processes as an important aspect of urban gov-
ernance. Through this means, decision-makers 
can seek out the perspectives of marginalized, 
immigrant, and lower income residents within 

23. Sheridan Bartlett and David Satterthwaite, eds., Cities on 
a Finite Planet. (London: Routledge, 2016).
24. Faranak Miraftab and Neema Kudva, eds., Cities of the 
Global South Reader. (London: Routledge, 2015).
25. Ibid., 2

a city, who may be geographically and politically 
isolated. 

Resilience planning seeks to prepare for nat-
ural disasters, such as flooding or earthquakes, 
but also examines chronic stresses that impact 
the everyday lives of people in cities, such as 
poverty, unemployment, and inequality. It is 
compatible with other urban planning initia-
tives, including the development of green infra-
structure, which increases a city’s wildlife habitat 
and flood protection while providing cleaner air 
and water and lowering summer temperatures. 
Mounting evidence demonstrates that urban 
green spaces benefit human health and wellbeing 
in many ways, for all ages and across all social 
classes.26 For children in particular, regardless 
of family income, vegetation around homes and 
schools and nearby parks is associated with bet-
ter concentration and impulse control; better 
academic achievement; better coping with chal-
lenges; reduced stress, depression and aggres-
sion; greater physical activity; more imaginative 
and socially cooperative play; and a stronger 
sense of connection and care for nature.27 

Resilience as an emerging field in planning 
recognizes that a city’s people are the best source 
of resilience, and so understanding and planning 
for resilience involves understanding people’s 
strengths and resourcefulness as well as their 
concerns and vulnerabilities. Resilience planning 
is thus a natural arena for participatory practices 
with young people.28

26. Terry Hartig, Richard Mitchell, Sjerp De Vries, and How-
ard Frumkin. “Nature and health.” Annual Review of Public 
Health 35 (2014): 207-228. 
27. Louise Chawla, “Benefits of nature contact for children.” 
Journal of Planning Literature 30, no. 4 (2015): 433–452; 
Diana Younan, Catherin Tuvblad, Lianfa Li, Jun Wu, Fred 
Lurmann, Meredith Franklin, Kiros Berhane et al. “Environ-
mental determinants of aggression in adolescents.” Journal 
of the American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 
55, no. 7 (2016): 591–601.
28. Victoria Derr, Louise Chawla, and Willem van Vliet, 
“Children as natural change agents: Child friendly cities as 
resilient cities,” in Designing Cities with Children and Young 
People: Beyond Playgrounds and Skateparks, ed., Kate Bishop 
and Linda Corkery. (New York: Routledge, 2017), 24–35.

derr6417
Sticky Note
should "ghettos" be in quotation marks?
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Child Friendly Cities

Concurrent with these new contexts of city 
life, children’s experience of cities has changed 
since participatory research with young people 
emerged in the 1970s. Children in many devel-
oped and developing cities spend less time on 
the street and more time in structured activities, 
less time outside roaming independently with 
friends and more time indoors with technology. 
The cities in which children live can be more 
dense, with fewer and more manicured parks, or 
more sprawling, with greater distances to ameni-
ties. At the same time, parents’ fears of strangers, 
traffic and crime have increased. The loss of free 
movement outdoors to meet friends and explore 
the local environment can have negative impacts 
on the health and wellbeing of urban children 
and youth.29 

How young people communicate with each 
other has also shifted dramatically in the past 
30 years. Social media, internet resources, and 
cell phones have enabled many young people to 
connect virtually and share their lives with their 
friends and peers. These media allow young peo-
ple much greater access to communication and 
information, but these same technology users 
may never have taken a civics course or partici-
pated in meaningful dialogue about their cities. 
Some youth, nevertheless, are more politically 
active through digital media, and digital media 
are a critical aspect of political mobilization.30 
For better or worse, technology and media com-
munications are a part of young people’s lives. 
They can hold young people captive in front 
of screens indoors, but they can also connect 
friends and families, and play a positive role in 
participatory practices. Many participatory proj-
ects now integrate technology in a range of ways, 

29. Claire Freeman and Paul Tranter, Children and their 
Urban Environment: Changing Worlds. (London: Earthscan 
Publications, 2011).
30. Ben Kirshner and Ellen Middaugh, eds., #youthaction: 
Becoming Political in the Digital Age. (Charlotte, NC: Infor-
mation Age Publishing Inc, 2014.)

including the production of graphic renderings 
to illustrate potential designs, design alternatives 
experienced through three-dimensional virtual 
environments, and digital voting in participatory 
budgeting.

While many large-scale, systemic factors 
are changing the nature of urban planning and 
children’s lives, children’s visions for good places 
in which to grow up have remained relatively 
consistent over time, and they align with the 
goals of a sustainable city. In many countries, 
from affluent to less resourced, young people 
have expressed a desire for cities that include:

• Peer gathering spaces
• Places where they feel socially integrated 

and accepted
• Varied, interesting activity settings
• Freedom of movement and feelings of 

safety
• Community identity
• Green spaces for informal play, sports, 

and nature exploration
• The ability to contribute to their com-

munity, through participatory processes, 
 volunteer actions, and stewardship

• For older youth, opportunities for 
employment.31

Already in the 1970s, Kevin Lynch noticed 
“some human constants in the way children use 

31. Chawla, Growing Up in an Urbanising World; Freeman 
and Tranter, Children and their Urban Environment; Victoria 
Derr and Ildikó G. Kovács. How participatory processes 
impact children and contribute to planning: a case study of 
neighborhood design from Boulder, Colorado, USA. Journal 
of Urbanism: International Research on Placemaking and 
Urban Sustainability, 10, no. 1 (2017): 29–48; Victoria Derr, 
Yolanda Corona, and Tuline Gülgönen. “Children’s Percep-
tions of and Engagement in Urban Resilience in the United 
States and Mexico.” Journal of Planning Education and Re-
search (2017): 0739456X17723436.; Lynch, Growing Up in 
Cities; Karen Malone. “‘The future lies in our hands’: children 
as researchers and environmental change agents in designing 
a child-friendly neighbourhood.” Local Environment 18, no. 3 
(2013): 372–395.
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their world” when he compared findings across 
Growing Up in Cities sites.32 Decades of work 
to understand child friendly cities reveal basic 
needs for healthy child and youth development 
that cities can serve.33 Although young people 
across time and space may assess city features in 
similar ways, how resources can be provided var-
ies site to site, and participatory collaborations to 
improve local environments have intrinsic value 
in themselves.34

Methods of Participation 

When Kevin Lynch and his colleagues initiated 
Growing Up in Cities in the 1970s, they applied 
a core set of methods: observations, mapping, 
drawings, photography, interviews with young 
people, interviews with adult community mem-
bers and decision-makers, and guided tours led 
by young people.35 When the program was re-
vived in the 1990s, these methods were supple-
mented with surveys and questionnaires, focus 
groups, workshops and other community events, 
and greater use of the arts.36 Since that time, many 
people have tested, adapted, and developed new 
methods and approaches to participation. Some 
of these innovations have included new forms of 
technology, such as the use of Geographic Infor-
mation Systems (GIS), graphic design programs, 
and interactive media. Other innovations have 
embraced low technology methods. For exam- 
 

32. Lynch, Growing Up in Cities, 12.
33. Louise Chawla and Willem van Vliet, “Children’s rights 
to child friendly cities.” In Handbook of Children’s Rights, ed., 
M. Ruck, M. Peterson-Badali, and M. Freeman (New York, 
Routledge, 2017). 
34. Victoria Derr and Emily Tarantini. “‘Because We Are All 
People:’” Outcomes and Reflections from Young People’s 
Participation in the Planning and Design of Child-Friendly 
Public Spaces.” Local Environment: International Journal of 
Justice and Sustainability 21, no. 12 (2016): 1534–1556.
35. Lynch, Growing Up in Cities.
36. David Driskell, Creating Better Cities with Children and 
Youth. (London: Earthscan Publications, 2002). 

ple, the City as Play method, pioneered by James 
Rojas in East Los Angeles, uses found objects 
to “scramble the brain and awaken creativity” 
with people who otherwise do not interact with 
urban planning processes.37 His use of everyday 
objects, such as hair curlers and salvaged toys, 
has opened the door for participation with mar-
ginalized people, providing opportunities for 
storytelling and visioning.38 

In recent years, when we shared our work 
with Growing Up Boulder at conferences and in 
meetings with representatives from other cities, 
people repeatedly told us that they wished we 
would produce a book that would cover meth-
odological innovations as well as lessons learned 
in developing effective approaches that sustain 
participatory practice over time. We present this 
book to you with the hope that it will serve 
this purpose. What child and youth advocates 
have known since Growing Up in Cities was 
introduced in the 1970s, and what we know now, 
is that young people are valuable contributors. 
Effective participation provides opportunities 
for young people to share their perspectives 
as experts on their own lived experiences, to 
deepen their understanding of cities and the 
processes that shape them, and to contribute 
their crea ive thinking to broader planning pro-
cesses. We know that effective, sustained partic-
ipation has to be bottom up and grassroots, but 
also top-down (Figure 1.1), with people from all 
levels of the city working together—from city 
agencies, to university programs, to youth or-
ganizations, to environmental and cultural orga-
ni zations, to teachers in classrooms—all of us 
working with young people.

37. Rojas, James. “Place It!” Talk given to Environmental 
Design Program, University of Colorado Boulder on Sep-
tember 22, 2014. Available at: https://vimeo.com/106818561. 
(Retrieved on July 28, 2016).
38. Rojas, James. “Interactive Planning Manual.” Growing 
Up Boulder.org. http://www.growingupboulder.org/uploads 
/1/3/3/5/13350974/interactive_planning_manual.pdf. (Re-
trieved on July 28, 2016).
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Why it Matters

Regardless of the issues to be explored, from 
planning a small playground, to introducing 
policies for greater equity, to filmmaking for cli-
mate adaptation, young people have an import-
ant role to play in shaping the development of 
cities. Many support the idea that young people 
should participate in urban planning and design 
because they will inherit the outcomes. However, 
many children’s rights advocates, including our-
selves, believe that children and youth are not 
just in the process of becoming adults: they are 
a unique group that already has much to con-
tribute to society, just as they are. This principle 
underlies the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, Agenda 21, the Habitat Agenda and other 

international agreements to advance cities and 
sustainable development. 

Young people themselves want to be seen 
as valued contributors, and to be included in 
urban decision-making and public places within 
their communities. Social inclusion is partic-
ularly significant in the context of adolescent 
development. Our research with Growing Up 
Boulder has shown that at the beginning of proj-
ects, young teens aged 11–16 frequently state 
that they do not feel that their government cares 
about their ideas. While we have seen teen per-
ceptions shift during processes of engagement, 
without widespread mechanisms for participa-
tion, many teens will continue to feel excluded 
from society. When teenagers are separated from 
society, they express greater feelings of social 
exclusion, indifference, and antagonism.39

Social inclusion matters not only in partic-
ipatory realms, but also in public spaces. Some 
in urban planning have expressed concern that 
public spaces are becoming less inclusive, with 
less mixing across ages, income levels, and eth-
nic groups.40 Teen girls, in particular, are iso-
lated from public spaces in many parts of the 
world.41 While many assume that teens want to 
be separated from other ages, child friendly cities 
research has not found this to be true. Participa-
tory processes reveal that teens want to be inte-
grated into public spaces, and they want spaces 
to be well designed and developed for people of 
all ages, abilities, ethnicities, and interests.42

39. Melvin Delgado, Community Practice and Urban Youth: 
Social Justice Service-Learning and Civic Engagement. (New 
York: Routledge, 2015).
40. Ali Madanipour, ed., Whose Public Space? International 
Case Studies in Urban Design and Development. (Abingdon: 
Routledge, 2013).
41. Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris and Athanasios Sideris. 
“What brings children to the park? Analysis and measure-
ment of the variables affecting children’s use of parks.” Jour-
nal of the American Planning Association 76, no. 1 (2009): 
89–107.
42. Jackie Bourke, “‘No messing allowed’: The enactment 
of childhood in urban public space from the perspective 
of the child.” Children Youth and Environments 24, no. 1 

Figure 1.1. Frameworks for participation span all levels 
of governance, from international agreements to local 
initiatives. Image credit: Emily Tarantini
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For all of us working with Growing Up Boul-
der, “seeing is believing.” Many adults and city 
staff were initially skeptical that young people 
could positively contribute to planning processes 
until they heard young people’s thoughtful con-
siderations. They learned that plans for physical 
improvements, policies, regulations, education, 
and programming could be more effective when 
they included young people’s recommendations. 
As a result, city staff have become advocates for 
greater inclusivity in planning processes. For ex-
ample, a city staff person recently concluded her 
presentation about youth contributions to open 
space planning with a slide that asked, “What did 
we learn about engaging Junior Rangers in plan-
ning? . . . They care; they think expansively; they 
can dialogue well . . . we want to engage them 
more often!”43 The results not only impact city 

(2014): 25-52; Myrna Marguiles Breitbart, “Inciting desire, 
ignoring boundaries and making space,” in Education, 
Childhood and Anarchism: Talking Colin Ward, ed., Cath-
erine Burke and Ken Jones (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), 
175–185.; Derr and Kovács, “How participatory processes 
impact children and contribute to planning: a case study of 
neighborhood design from Boulder, Colorado, USA.”; Derr 
and Tarantini, “Because we are all people.”
43. Victoria Derr, Halice Ruppi, and Deryn Wagner. “Honor-
ing Voices, Inspiring Futures: Young People’s Engagement in 

staff, but also higher levels of leadership, from 
advisory board members for city departments to 
city councilors, who now hold staff accountable 
for integrating young people’s ideas into their 
final plans.

Finally, participation matters because it can 
significantly contribute to the sustainability of 
cities. Education for sustainability calls for ho-
listic thinking that invites children and youth to 
play an active role in conceiving a sustainable 
future.44 Through their creativity and genuine 
concern for creating better places to live, young 
people readily consider issues of sustainabil-
ity—from desirable modes of transportation, 
to renewable energy production, to city green-
ing, to the integration of diverse residents into 
the urban fabric. Participatory processes with 
young people cultivate citizens who know how to 
work collaboratively to create a more sustainable 
future.
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