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Who is (not) in the room? An epistemic justice perspective on low-carbon 
transport transitions
Anke Klaever a,b and Ersilia Verlinghieri c

aTransforming Consumption and Provisioning, Research Institute for Sustainability – Helmholtz Centre Potsdam, Potsdam, 
Germany; bChair of Sustainable Mobility and Transdisciplinary Research Methods, Technical University of Berlin, Berlin, 
Germany; cActive Travel Academy, University of Westminser, London, UK

ABSTRACT  
Car-centric planning exacerbates the climate crisis, compromises public health, and 
erodes public space. Street-space reallocation programmes, which redistribute road 
space from cars to active travel, leisure and urban green, are an important strategy 
to respond to these challenges. In line with a wider shift towards collaborative 
planning, many of these programmes include public participation. However, 
participatory planning approaches face criticism for being exclusionary, favouring a 
loud or privileged minority. Following an epistemic justice perspective, this paper 
invites to consider the question: ‘who is (not) in the room?’ Based on in-depth 
qualitative analysis of the participatory processes linked to a pedestrianisation 
scheme in Berlin, we focus on the link between non-participation in invited 
participatory spaces and the emergence of claimed spaces of participation. We 
found all participants to have participated in one of them. The decision of how to 
participate is a complex interplay between the relevance of the scheme and the 
feeling of being heard. We show that it seems irrelevant whether this interplay 
applies to oneself or to one’s social network. Based on our findings, we argue that 
epistemically just participatory planning approaches to transitions need to go 
beyond invited spaces to include claimed spaces both spatially and temporally.
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Introduction

Car-centric planning has generated intertwined urban crises. Not only does it contribute substantially to the 
climate crisis and epidemic of poor public health, but it also increases the pressure on already scarce public 
space. This, in turn, leads to wide inequalities in the distribution and access to travel provisions for walking 
and cycling and scarce recreational and public sites.

Growing awareness of such issues and widespread campaigns for traffic safety and air quality, combined with 
changes in priorities around public space allocation during the Covid-19 pandemic, have led several cities in Europe 
and elsewhere to introduce measures to redistribute public space from car traffic to other uses. These measures have 
in some cases been included in broader ‘sustainable’ or ‘low-carbon’ transitions (Gössling et al., 2016).

The governance of such street-space reallocation measures, often taking an experimental form, has only 
recently become the object of inquiry and remains complex (Bertolini, 2020; Smeds & Papa, 2023). Themes of pub-
lic engagement and participation have been recurring, often as a consequence of a wider shift in transportation and 
urban planning towards more collaborative approaches (Karner et al., 2020; Legacy, 2018; Verlinghieri & 
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Schwanen, 2020). Theoretically, this shift emphasises the inclusion of local knowledge, or lived expertise, as a cru-
cial element alongside technological knowledge. Local knowledge, emerging as part of and reflecting civil society’s 
experiences and perceptions (Lowe et al., 2023), is mainly integrated through participatory exercises.

However, participatory and engagement exercises linked to street-space reallocation measures show limit-
ations. Recent studies highlight how participatory exercises in transition experiments and street-space reallo-
cation projects are often conflict-ridden (Vitale Brovarone et al., 2023) and criticised for being a ‘tick-box 
exercise’ and not really influencing schemes’ implementation (Willis et al., 2022). Most importantly, these 
exercises can be exclusionary and reserved for a loud or privileged minority of residents.

In this paper, we reflect on these challenges, following the recent suggestions to bring an epistemic justice 
perspective to transport transitions (Sheller, 2018). In particular, we consider the invitation to integrate Frick-
er’s (2007, 2013) framework for epistemic justice as part of a reflection on mobility justice (Smeds et al., 2023). 
Fricker invites a critical reflection on participation processes and their contribution to epistemic justice both in 
terms of ‘what is said in the room’ (testimonial injustice) and ‘what happens before entering the room’ (her-
meneutical injustice). Building on these reflections on participatory spaces (‘the room’), we focus on a comp-
lementary question, considering the implication of the question around ‘who is or not in the room’ for just 
transitions in transportation and beyond.

We argue that such a question is a central pre-condition to building epistemic justice and particularly key to 
just transitions, as non-participation intersects strongly with other forms of inequality (Beramendi & Ander-
son, 2008). For example, research on formal participation in Germany underscores that groups with higher 
income and educational levels demonstrate higher participation in elections (Bödeker, 2011; van Deth, 
2014b). Socio-economic inequality in election participation has been on the rise in Western European 
countries (Armingeon & Schädel, 2015) and can also be observed in in-formal participation, such as in grass-
roots organisations (Escher, 2013; van Deth, 2014a). Whether formal or in-formal, political trust as well as 
distrust plays a central role in participation in Europe (Hooghe & Marien, 2012). When comparing trust in 
parliament across European countries, research has found that trust in central states such as Germany is 
higher than in southern states, but still lower than in Nordic states (Duvsjö, 2014). Campbell (2023) underlines 
that recently, trust in the German parliament is higher than at any point since German unification.

The paper is based on an in-depth qualitative analysis of the participatory processes linked to the Lausitzer 
Platz’s pedestrianisation scheme in Berlin. By combining Verba et al.’s (1995) Civic Voluntarism Model with 
Bourdieu’s approach to social capital, we analyse residents’ perceptions and experiences of participatory pro-
cesses and their epistemic settings, and barriers to their participation. We focus on the link between non-par-
ticipation in invited spaces and the emergence of claimed spaces for participation (Chilvers & Longhurst, 
2016). In this way, we nuance our understanding of both non-participation in street-space reallocation 
schemes and debates on a just implementation of society-centric approaches to planning. We conclude 
arguing that truly just street transitions require an approach to participation beyond invited spaces which 
includes claimed spaces both spatially and temporally.

Literature context

Participating in just street transitions, who is not in the room?

Debates on participation and engagement have predominantly entered the literature on sustainable transitions 
and transport planning (Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016). As Karner et al.’s (2020) analysis of transport planning 
approaches summarises, state-centric approaches, which have vast primary authority, expertise, and agency in 
the hands of state entities, have often opened up to society-centric approaches. Here, planning legitimacy 
requires constructive dialogue between planners and the public.

As part of a wider disciplinary shift to transport and mobility justice (Sheller, 2018; Verlinghieri & Schwa-
nen, 2020), Fricker’s (2007, 2013) work has recently informed works considering whose knowledge contrib-
utes to street-space reallocation projects. This is thanks to its focus on ‘forms of epistemic injustice that are 
distinctively epistemic in kind, theorizing them as consisting, most fundamentally, in a wrong done to 
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someone specifically in their capacity as a knower’ (Fricker, 2007, p. 1; Smeds & Papa, 2023). For Fricker, epis-
temic injustice is composed of testimonial injustice and hermeneutic injustice. The former occurs when cer-
tain knowledges are not being trusted because the credibility attributed to a speaker’s word is deflated by 
listener(s)’ prejudice. Hermeneutical injustice relates to the incommunicability of one’s own experience and 
occurs when a gap in collective understanding hinders one’s ability to articulate or comprehend a social 
experience.

These concepts cover key aspects of non-participation, in terms of exclusions of certain groups and voices 
in knowledge production. They, however, sideline more radical forms of exclusion, where certain voices are 
silenced before expression. We argue that an encompassing consideration of instances of epistemic (in)justice 
should also explicitly consider who physically does not participate and why. In other words: ‘who is (not) in 
the room’. The presence or absence of certain actors and groups in decision-making processes is an important 
precondition for the consideration of local knowledge and will have a strong influence on ‘what is said in the 
room’ and ‘what happened before the room was opened’. Therefore, this paper explored local residents’ given 
reasons for not attending or participating in the room, and the implications of such decisions for epistemic 
justice.

Spaces of participation

To answer the question of who participates in the room, we should clarify the concept of ‘the room’ itself, as any 
space where decisions are made. Clausen et al. (2021, p. 734) define ‘spaces’ for participation as ‘opportunities, 
moments and channels through which citizens can act to potentially effect policies, discourses, decisions and 
relationships that affect their lives and interests’. This perspective metaphorically interprets space, acknowled-
ging that participation is intricately connected to social contexts and infrastructures. Consequently, ‘space’ 
becomes instrumental in shaping epistemic justice, in terms of what is included, what can or cannot be articu-
lated, participants’ influence in decisions-making, and the prioritisation of knowledge and competences.

For Karner et al. (2020), society-centric approaches to transport decisions can orient towards the ‘inside’, 
i.e. within formal public engagement processes and initiate a community-based discussion of needs within 
state-centric planning, as part of what we, building on existing literature (Chilvers et al., 2018; Gaventa, 
2006; Hilbrandt, 2017) call ‘invited spaces’. Alternatively, society-centric approaches can orient towards the 
‘outside’ by engaging with social movements in and beyond formal engagement processes, through consider-
ing residents’ ‘claimed spaces’. These claimed spaces, which also encompass what other authors refer to as 
‘invented spaces’ (Miraftab, 2004), are ‘spaces in which citizens act without (both outside, and in the absence 
of) and on’ the state (Cornwall, 2002, p. 20).

Invited spaces are spaces opened and organised by authorities. As noted by Chilvers et al. (2018), these can be 
seen as dominant and instituionalised forms of participation, in which residents are asked to participate, and 
entail various engagement mechanisms, such as public meetings, dialogue groups or round tables (Rowe & 
Frewer, 2005). The limitations of such spaces, which have often been idealised as bringing in consensual out-
comes based on a fair and trustworthy dialogue (Habermas, 2007), have been highlighted as part of a long debate 
on the limits of communicative rationality (Cass, 2006; Legacy, 2016). Despite stated intentions and idealisations, 
invited spaces are often instrumental to a particular end, for example, acceptance of certain decisions (Cuppen, 
2018). They are also often embedded in and likely to reproduce power, authority and discrimination (Legacy 
et al., 2019). Particularly, the inviting actor holds the power to favour knowledge, while also having the authority 
to exclude those that do not align with the established objectives (Aitken et al., 2016; Cuppen, 2018).

Claimed spaces comprise more marginal participatory practices (Chilvers et al., 2018) initiated by non- 
institutional actors. They are self-organised and can range from social mobilisation to physically created 
spaces. Their actors are social movements, neighbourhood coalitions, petitions, complaint letters to places 
where people informally gather to debate, i.e. a neighbourhood square. They are such spaces where forms 
of so-called ‘grassroots planning’ (Friedmann, 1987; Hilbrandt, 2017) thrive. Just as invited spaces, claimed 
spaces can become exclusionary, for example by giving the opportunity to a loud and resourceful minority 
of actors to obstacle democratic decision-making or planning.
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Whether invited or claimed, society-centric approaches are fundamentally linked to the debate on episte-
mic justice as they attempt to create processes that include local knowledge traditionally excluded from plan-
ning (Friedmann, 1987). Our focus on epistemic justice within society-centric approaches strengthens this link 
by highlighting the limitations of invited participatory spaces as a commonly applied approach to just 
transitions.

How do we explain (non) participation?

An important pre-condition for epistemic justice, is the actual presence of local knowledges within the ‘room’, 
a broadly understudied aspect of participation. Often with disconnect from transition and transport studies, 
sociologists and political scientists have long examined political participation. However, also here, non-par-
ticipation has received less attention, partly due to challenges of investigating individuals based on their 
abstention (Hensby, 2020). Analysing non-participation across different participatory spaces is complex, 
and existing research tends to be marginalised from ‘specific disciplinary and methodological orthodoxies’ 
(Hensby, 2020, p. 10).

One explanatory approach to non-participation is the civic voluntarism model (CVM) (Verba et al., 1995). 
Although, predominantly operationalised quantitively (except for e.g. Amann & Kindler, 2021), the approach 
offers an important resource-based theory of political participation. It understands non-participation to result 
from three factors: ‘because they cannot; because they do not want to or because nobody asked’ (Verba et al., 
1995, p. 269), i.e. related to three factors of resources, psychological engagement, and social recruitment net-
work. Here, resources imply money, time, and civic skills – knowledge, communications and organisational 
competencies; psychological involvement captures the interest in politics and the feeling of political self- 
efficacy; social recruitment networks describe communication networks with family, friends and others, 
and recruitment into political engagement via these networks.

With its almost mechanistic focus on these three factors, the CVM remains focused on the individual level, 
and therefore limited in the explanation of non-participation and non-representation of local knowledge as 
simply a linear result of an individual’s access to resources, psychological engagement or social recruiting net-
works. A more relational approach accounting for the complex interplay of individual preconditions and the 
context in which one is able to use those is offered by Bourdieu’s theory of social practice (2023) and further 
elaborations by Putnam.

Bourdieu explains social action (non-participation), as an interplay of habitus, capital and the field,1 where 
habitus is defined as a learnt set of dispositions and preferences which structure one’s or one group’s perspec-
tives and actions (Bourdieu, 2002). In this mutual dependent interplay, the availability and ‘quantity’ of (econ-
omic, social, cultural, symbolic) capital individuals have, and the relevance of these for the regarded field – in 
our case, the political field – determine the position of individuals or groups in that field, and the perceived 
possibilities of actions within it. Therefore, as Lenger et al. (2013) summarises, social behaviour, including 
non-participation, should be explained by the mutual interaction of habitus, capital and field.

Social capital, as part of Bourdieu’s practice theory, goes beyond the CVM’s ‘social recruitment network’ 
to comprehend engagement between the public and state networks, by describing the extensiveness and 
durability of social networks. Social capital brings to the core of analysis a focus on ‘the sum of the 
resources, actual or virtual, that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable net-
work of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition’ (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992, p. 119).

While Bourdieu views social capital bound to individuals or their groups, Putnam et al. (1993) consider it as 
a societal resource. According to Putnam, the involvement in a network is in itself a source of social capital, as 
it ‘create[s] social trust, which spills over into political trust and higher political participation’ (Jacobs & Tillie, 
2004, p. 421) for a mutual collective benefit. In this sense, social capital describes ‘social networks and the 
norms of reciprocity associated with them’ (Putnam & Goss, 2002, p. 3), which cannot be produced individu-
ally. Rather social capital is the result of social interaction. Thus, for Putnam, social capital, including trust, is a 
resource available for society; the ‘glue’ which sticks society together.
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In this paper, we bring together CVM’s attention to resources and Bourdieu’s and Putnam’s insights on 
social capital and social networks for participation to better understand the reason behind not entering the 
room opened by society-centric approaches to transport planning.

Methodology

Embedded in the debate on how to bring epistemic justice to low-carbon transitions, our research seeks to 
enhance our understanding of what is lacking in current society-centric participatory processes accompanying 
street-space reallocations. To do so, we focus on an in-depth case study: the redesign of the Lausitzer Platz, 
which represents an emblematic case study. Firstly, it is an exemplary municipality-led experiment promoting 
a low-carbon mobility transition while prioritising public participation. Secondly, the diverse participation 
mechanisms used, ranging from providing information to online participation, discussion rounds, and out-
reach formats, enable the examination of non-participation across different invited spaces. Third, the authors’ 
(Klaever) familiarity with the case enables in-depth comprehension of the participation process.

In line with our epistemic justice focus, the analysis presented is predominantly based on 18 semi-structured 
residents’ interviews, lasting approximately 60 min. Interviews were conducted from March to July 2023, three 
years after the beginning of the pedestrianisation process, though still in the making (see Figure 1). The inter-
view guideline, combining core concepts of the CVM and Bourdieu’s social theory, encompassed residents’ 
views on the neighbourhood, the squares redesign and the participation formats, reasons for (not) participating 
(resources, social network, and psychological engagement), and general perceptions of local change processes.

Figure 1. The street space reallocation in the making. Photo by the authors.
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To cover diverse perspectives, we opted for non-probability, participants’ quota sampling (Taherdoost, 
2016). Potential participants were asked to fill in a screening questionnaire (n = 28) covering their involvement 
in the engagement process, and socio-demographic characteristics. Potential participants were approached: 
directly in the square, via local initiatives and neighbourhood groups, via public posters, via an online platform 
for neighbours and snowballing.

The final participants’ group that took part in the interviews (Table 1) contains half respondents who 
took part in at least one of the invited participatory events and half who did not. Participants provided a 
diverse range of perspectives on the scheme. Those who did not participate responded ‘no’ to the first 
screening question about their participation in the redesign. Within these two groups, we defined age 
and gender as additional selection-critical characteristics. Education level, household size, travel behaviour, 
migration background and income were operationalised as control variables, not least to simplify the 
recruitment.

We complemented interview findings with an analysis of documents, reports and presentations of the 
pedestrianisation process, all accessible on the municipality’s website. This broadened our understanding of 
the project and the outcomes of the participation process. It also helped in situating the pedestrianisation pro-
cess within federal and district visions and resolutions.

The data analysis, conducted in NVivo, included qualitative deductive-inductive coding of interviews (Glä-
ser & Laudel, 2009), i.e. themes from the theoretical framework with additional codes such as the perception of 
participation in the field of local politics, perception of the field of local politics and experiences with former 
participation.

Case study

Lausitzer Platz is located in the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg district. The square’s pedestrianisation has been jus-
tified by the district to increase school route safety and the quality of stay and can furthermore be seen as part 

Table 1. Details of interview participants.
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1 61 0 0 0 0 0 0 A
2 41 1 1 1 1 1 1 E
3 42 1 0 0 0 1 0 C
4 53 0 0 1 1 1 0 B
5 63 0 0 0 0 0 0 D
6 58 1 1 0 1 0 0 A
7 58 0 0 0 0 0 0 D
9 27 0 0 0 0 0 0 C
10 66 0 0 0 1 1 1 E
11 56 1 0 1 1 0 0 D
12 60 1 1 0 0 0 0 D
13 38 0 1 1 1 1 0 A
14 33 0 0 0 0 0 0 D
15 67 0 0 0 1 0 0 B
16 69 1 1 0 0 0 0 D
18 57 1 1 1 1 1 1 E
19 40 1 0 0 0 0 0 D
20 69 1 0 0 1 1 1 E
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of Berlin’s commitment to reduce overall GHG emissions (EWG Bln, 2016). Berlin is the first German federal 
state that gives priority to public transportation, walking, and cycling, as explained in the 2018 Berlin Mobility 
Act (MobG BE, 2018). The pedestrianisation project is anchored in the Mobility Act, and supplemented by 
many resolutions at the district level containing directives for improving green infrastructures (DS/1969/V, 
2021), walking provision (DS/1460/V, 2022), and new low-traffic neighbourhoods (DS/0299/VI, 2022).

Besides these federal and district commitments to a low-carbon mobility transition, both political levels 
have formally committed to public participation. Participation is suggested for the implementation of the 
Mobility Act’s plans, which states that the public should be involved by municipalities in an ‘appropriate man-
ner’ to ‘increase the transparency and acceptance of the plans and the resulting measures’ (MobG BE, 2018, 
§19). Moreover, care should be taken to ensure that the interests of all people living in Berlin, regardless of age, 
gender, income, mobility impairments, living situation, origin and individual transport availability are 
included and taken into account (MobG BE, 2018, §19).

Some of these principles, such as information and involvement at an early stage, inclusivity and transpar-
ency resonate with the guidelines on public participation in urban development projects approved in Septem-
ber 2019 by the federal state (Senatsverwaltung für Stadtentwicklung und Wohnen, 2021). The 
implementation of these guidelines is the responsibility of the districts. Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg has not 
yet adopted them formally, although it has a long tradition in public participation especially within the depart-
ment of urban development and the department of roads and green spaces, which lies in the district’s complex 
history.

Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg became a unitary district in 2001. Before the German unification, Friedrich-
shain was in East Berlin, Kreuzberg and the Lausitzer Platz were on the outskirts of West Berlin. Kreuz-
berg was a mixed-use ethnically diverse neighbourhood with cheap housing, manufacturing, and artists, 
almost forgotten by the state and developers, but home of a very organised local community and different 
social groups, including migrant workers and their families. In the 1960s the area was famous for mobil-
isations against urban renewal (Rosol, 2010). These relationships changed dramatically since the unification 
of Germany, when Kreuzberg became a central district in Berlin. In the last decades, the area has rapidly 
gentrified.

The pedestrianisation scheme

The pedestrianisation of the Lausitzer Platz is aimed at transforming space used for car parking into space used 
for active travel, leisure, and greenery. Initially proposed to enhance road safety in journeys to school, the com-
munity’s involvement, notably the initiation of a playstreet by local residents in 2020, fostered the square’s 
redesign process. In August 2020, the borough assembly formally tasked the borough administration2 with 
pedestrianising the Platz. The overarching objectives were to improve road safety, promote active mobility, 
and enhance urban quality of life and health. The pedestrianisation process included a variety of measures, 
from removing parking lots to a new design (DS/1712/V, 2020).

In line with the federal and local directives, the remake of the square was accompanied by a three-phased 
participatory process to develop new design guidelines, delivered by a commercial participation company. 
Firstly, the company collected ideas for the redesign through consultations with local businesses, a primary 
school, and workshops with children. Online participation via the city’s platform supplemented on-site for-
mats. The second phase refined initial guidelines through interactive and discourse-oriented public work-
shops. In the third phase, district officers reviewed the guidelines for feasibility in public workshops and 
reacted to public concerns (Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg, 2022a).

This society-centric approach, with the above-named participatory elements, was followed by a traditional 
planning process. Following the BVV resolution and the development of the guidelines, the district issued a 
public tender for their implementation (Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg, 2022b). Subsequently, the square under-
went a redesign intervention, which included the pedestrianisation of three streets, the colouring of street sur-
faces, speed calming measures for cyclists, installation of street furniture, and the conversion of parking lots 
into urban green spaces.
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Findings

When investigating non-participation in the Platz pedestrianisation, we found that, contrary to our initial 
assumption of non-participation, all interviewees did participate. However, the manner in which they engaged 
varied. Some attended the invited spaces, while others opted for claimed spaces, engaging with the reallocation 
process through their social networks. The decision regarding where and how (not) to participate appeared to 
be a complex interplay between the feeling of being heard and the relevance of the scheme of the planning 
process to individuals and their social networks.

Feeling heard

With the concept of ‘feeling heard’ we capture those instances where interviewees discussed testimonial and 
hermeneutical (in)justice, i.e. the extent to which their or their social networks’ voices could be expressed and 
were taken seriously in the spaces for participation, and that they mattered to others.

We found that ‘feeling heard’ was influenced by three aspects, all connected to ‘what happened before enter-
ing the room’: experiences made in the life course, experiences made with and expectations around invited 
spaces for participation, and the perception of the field of local politics. In other words, trust in other people, 
in invited spaces as well as in local politics influenced local participation behaviour. This finding aligns to Laur-
ian’s (2009) observation, that trust emerges from complex and dynamic social and interpersonal processes and 
thereby contributing to diverse positive and negative feedback loops around participation.

We found trust to be not only a major determinant of non-participation in invited spaces (Kwok et al., 
2018; Lee & Schachter, 2018; Menzel et al., 2013), but also of the methods of such participation. Positive 
past experiences and trust, i.e. the feeling of being heard, were presented by participants as having a positive 
influence on participation in invited spaces. Similarly, Kim (2014), among others, has shown that individuals 
with higher levels of trust tend to hold a positive perception of democratic institutions, engage more actively in 
politics, and participate more in civic organisations. Additionally, they are more inclined to mobilise their 
communities. In our case, however, trust led also to non-participation where participants felt they already del-
egated their voice to representatives.

Conversely, previous negative experiences and a lack of trust, i.e. the feeling of not being heard, were pre-
sented to voice criticisms (Lee & Schachter, 2018) and reported a negative influence on the participation in 
invited spaces, instead strengthening the participation in and via social networks, claiming their own space.

Experiences in the life course
Interviewees’ experiences of social interactions throughout their life course influenced whether they feel heard 
and engage in invited spaces. Similarly, Menzel et al. (2013) found generalised trust to be highly correlated 
with initial levels of trust of political institutions. In particular, our interview material revealed a set of dispo-
sitions, influencing thoughts on and actions in the invited spaces. This habitual thinking and acting, to use 
Bourdieus’ terms, were gender-specific. Two central resources (or civic skills, in CVM terminology) men-
tioned are one’s perceived knowledge on the scheme and the perceived communicational skills. For intervie-
wee 14, it felt ‘not in my nature’ and inappropriate to express an opinion in social contexts when this is felt as 
not ‘fully formed’. 

I think [the participatory process] it’s really complex. And it’s not in my nature to assert my thoughts one hundred per cent. 
Because I’m also too sensitive to other opinions.

This sensitivity to perceived limited knowledge of a thematic stream described in the quote, paired with inse-
curities in communicational competencies, can lead to the avoidance of certain topics, and, potentially, as 
Fricker frames it, hermeneutical justice, as the participant further elaborated: 

I generally find [expressing interests and opinions] rather difficult. But that also depends a bit on my socialisation, not being 
able to hold discussions so well, or believing that I can’t hold discussions so well. I haven’t had that many fundamental dis-
cussions in my life. (Interviewee 14)
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The participant considered the decision to not-participate to be influenced not only by the perceived lack of 
self-confidence in these two civic-skills or, as Bourdieu would refer to, cultural capital influences, but also by 
the expectation that knowledge on the scheme and different communication skills would be necessary 
resources to enter the invited space. In this sense, feeling (un)heard was connected to the expectation of feeling 
ignored in the participatory spaces.

We could hypothesise that such expectation is reinforced by the observation that loud and incorrigible 
voices of other participants seemed to be expected to take part in invited spaces. Another participant, who 
associates loud voices with those of car owners, stressed how they ‘only know and spend time with people 
who don’t have a car’, because ‘car owners are incorrigible. They just want a place for the car’ (Interviewee 7).

Interviewees expected to have to deal with pressure to be clear (Interviewee 14) or with loud voices (Inter-
viewee 7). They expected meetings to reproduce what they do not like about everyday social interactions. Such 
expectation that invited spaces are reserved for clearly articulated and loud voices, intimidated insecure voices, 
leading them to avoid these spaces.

Experiences with local participation formats
Much explanatory force on why people do or do not feel heard was found in their memory of previous experi-
ences of local invited spaces (Kwok et al., 2018; Menzel et al., 2013). The invited spaces around the street-space 
reallocation followed a series of other participation processes in the neighbourhood.3

In some cases, previous experiences were associated with positive instances of feeling heard. Consistent 
with the CVM, participants’ positive past experiences of political self-efficacy positively influenced their will-
ingness to engage in future invited spaces (Interviewee 3). For example, for interviewee 20 the possibility to 
engage strengthened the sense of community. Such sense of community linked to the presence of own social 
networks is valued even more than the participatory process itself: 

For a certain time, something like these [participatory events] can definitely have positive effects, bringing together different 
people, somehow getting people to identify differently with their neighbourhood, […] and simply to meet and do things 
together. […] I think these things are almost more important than catalysing participation. (Interviewee 2)

Such descriptions of community in the invited spaces, align with research by Menzel et al. (2013) and Put-
nams’ understanding of social capital, that participation is not only the result of social networks, but also 
strengthens it.

Others had rather negative experiences. For example, in line with expectations expressed in the previous 
section, some interviewees recalled experiences of epistemic exclusion. Interviewee 7 felt that previous invited 
spaces were reserved to loud voices (‘people who just love to talk’) and to those who wanted to have their inter-
ests heard. Interviewee 10 experienced invited spaces as unpleasant due to people shouting and having an 
aggressive tone.

Moreover, many experienced local invited spaces as ‘fake’. This overarching negative feeling is built on 
three different experiences. First, some participants perceived that invited spaces dismissed local knowledge 
and expertise. Interviewee 4 criticised the facilitation style for prioritising pre-structured proposals denying 
genuine discussion. This perception is strengthened by participants’ view on political actors involved. For 
interviewee 15, by proposing an arrogant ideological stand on ‘what is best for people here, get rid of your 
cars’ (Interviewee 15), politicians denied real dialogue and were judgmental towards local residents’ needs. 
Others saw invited spaces as mere ‘tick-box exercises’ for image improvement, for example used by local pol-
itical actors to self-promote in the media. Interviewee 16 commented: ‘Citizen Participation is about hyping the 
day’s political offers’ or, another participant considered the event only as ‘something to write in the press’ (Inter-
viewee 12).

Secondly, a negative perception of invited spaces was built on the feeling of unfairness where, despite talks 
about affected and marginalised groups in the programme, organisers did not adapt the events (e.g. their 
language, format and timing) for their inclusion. For example, people with limited German proficiency felt 
anxious and had to send representatives (Interviewee 12). The discussion on the market extension was held 
at a time when shop owners could not attend (Interviewee 1, 6), despite their request for a time change. 
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Similarly, interviewees felt elderly people were excluded due to the limited accessibility of online participation. 
In all instances, the sense of unfairness extended beyond individual experiences, resonating with the broader 
experiences of one’s social network.

Thirdly, lack of authenticity caused by missing transparency and externalisation of the invited spaces 
influenced respondents’ negative experience. Lack of transparency pertained to both the actors involved 
and the degree of binding nature of the invited participatory spaces. Some interviewees criticised outsourcing 
the participatory process to an external company instead of being administered by the municipality (Intervie-
wee 6). Others highlighted issues around the trustworthiness of the evidence provided on the scheme (Inter-
viewee 4).

The range of personal and social networks’ experiences associated with local invited spaces for partici-
pation, which encompassed both positive and negative aspects, was predominantly influenced by factors 
such as top-down approaches, perceived unfairness, and lack of authenticity. These elements underscore 
that the dynamics of trust and mistrust within invited participatory spaces were intricately informed and 
moulded by individual experiences and interactions within one’s social network. Furthermore, the pres-
ence or absence of trust in local participatory exercises significantly shaped individual expectations, sub-
sequently influencing the decision to go or to abstain from invited spaces in the redesign of Lausitzer 
Platz.

Perception of the field of local politics
Our theoretical framework suggests that (non)participation is not only about individual and social networks’ 
resources, but also about the field in which the action takes place. In this section, we deal with the perception of 
the field of local politics.

Almost all participants perceived the actions of local politics or administration as slow. As mentioned, 
interviewee 20, felt slowness strengthened sense of community. However, many criticised it as it meant a con-
spicuous investment of time resources for those who wanted to get involved. Interviewee 10 commented on 
the disconnect between commitment to participation and one’s self-efficacy, compounded with slowness: 
‘Well, you just have to [engage], you just need stamina’. Similarly, the absence of direct and concrete outcomes 
resulting from one’s personal participation prompted interviewee 4 to raise concerns about the uncertainty 
surrounding personal effectiveness within the field of local politics. Similarly, participants’ frustration and 
mistrust pertained to the absence of responsive behaviour of political actors. For example, several interviewees 
who were and are eager to become active reported that they had not received a response to their calls or e-mails 
from the local administration. Only some have found a way to deal with the perceived complexity of insti-
tutions. Interviewee 10 further reflected on how: ‘If you try to reach them at the office, they don’t call back 
or anything. But if you meet them in person, then it’s useful’. For those who found a way to communicate 
with institutions, it seemed possible to introduce their own ideas and, at least after a while, see them 
implemented.

Relevance of scheme

Besides the feeling of being heard, another explanatory line for non-participation runs along the perceived 
relevance of the participatory event or the scheme to residents’ lives.

Οn the one hand, some people attended because they were concerned over more noise,4 parking avail-
ability, and gentrification of the neighbourhood. Affordable housing and feelings of belonging seemed to mat-
ter more than the pedestrianisation of the Platz. Moreover, the scheme’s rational around safety on school 
journeys, appeared incomprehensible to some. In contrast to other areas, the square had already received 
traffic-calming measures and there were no known crashes.

Respondents not only participated when the scheme negatively impacted themselves but also when it had a 
negative impact on their social network. Interviewee 4 reported being motivated to take part after a friend 
shared with them information about the process and the way it was negatively impacting them: 
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[the scheme] came so sneakily. All of a sudden it was there. And then a well-informed friend somehow said: Hey, have you 
seen what this is going to be? And then we started to inform ourselves and then everyone got so excited. And we immediately 
made Lausizulaut’s website and said, “This can’t be like this.” And then we wanted to resist.

On the other hand, some attended because the scheme mattered to them in a positive sense, and they wanted 
to make sure their view was considered: 

It’s my place, where I live. It also belongs to the residents, especially, not only, but, right? And of course, I thought it was 
important to represent your position if it’s already public. And at the time, the opponents were quite vocal. And of course, 
I wanted to do something against that and say: No, there are also a lot of people who think it’s cool and so on. (Interviewee 
2)

Conversely, a few did not attend exactly because the scheme already represented their vision for the square, 
with interviewee 7 asserting that ‘I didn’t take part myself because it was clear what they were planning, […] 
would have been all I wanted’.

Besides attending participatory events based on personal support for the scheme, the social network also 
positively influenced the perception of the scheme. Interviewee 19 further clarifies this point: 

I’m stuck in my own bubble and now somehow as a young dad you only talk to young parents. And there was relative agree-
ment about the redesign of Lausitzer Platz, that it should be quieter, with less traffic, and that the playground should be 
expanded. You can imagine what young parents think of that.

In line with what the CVM theorised, the social network encouraged some to attend invited participatory 
spaces or to contribute to the scheme with small actions which held significance within their social networks. 
For example, some residents offered to store garden tools needed to take care of the new urban green spaces. 
However, as interviewee 14 highlighted, this also means that to participate: ‘You have to get to know someone 
somehow and be taken along’, which might not happen for everyone, or, for interviewee 14 ‘it hasn’t happened 
yet’.

Both in the case of non-participation linked to not-feeling-heard as well as the perceived relevance of the 
scheme, invited spaces seemed to prioritise those for whom the scheme mattered more, positively or negatively 
– those who were against the scheme and those that are normally heard and feel confident and rather opti-
mistic about being heard. As interviewee 10 summarised: ‘I can make myself heard. And if I don’t, then I’m 
so persistent that I eventually get it through’. Therefore, invited local participation spaces currently risk repro-
ducing existing unfairness in political decision-making processes as they prioritise loud, persistent, and confi-
dent voices, or those with a clear agenda.

Conclusion

This paper sought to respond to the call to better integrate epistemic justice into mobility justice research, 
complementing its focus on hermeneutic and testimonial justice with a focus on (non)participation. We 
argued that a comprehensive epistemic justice approach to road transitions should also carefully consider 
the presence and absence of certain actors and groups in decision-making processes, i.e. ‘who is (not) in 
the room’. Through an in-depth focus on the participatory processes of the Lausitzer Platz, we have shown 
how such a focus can reveal other forms of exclusion from the decision-making ‘room’ that are deeply con-
nected to the processual component of current engagement exercises. In particular, our analysis shows that 
non-participation in invited participation formats is tied to both individuals’ and their social networks’ feeling 
of being heard and the relevance of the scheme. The invited spaces at the Lausitzer Platz emerged as a space for 
people who trust they will feel heard as well as those who, primarily, opposed the scheme. Conversely, resi-
dents who feel unheard or for whom the scheme did not matter, tend to not attend the invited spaces. This 
creates rather exclusionary rooms, where co-design and full local knowledge consideration for mobility justice 
is difficult.

However, as we have pointed out, residents’ perception of not being heard does not equate to non-partici-
pation. Instead, residents who feel so claim their own space in which to discuss the scheme with others or form 

JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY & PLANNING 11



counter petitions. These claimed spaces still do not tend to be considered in the participatory process of the 
Lausitzer Platz.

Incorporating these claimed spaces into participatory transport planning, i.e. including claimed spaces as spaces 
integral to society-centric participation, could mean that other voices can be given entrance to the ‘room’. In this 
sense, our findings align with Chilvers et al.’s (2016) call for considering participation as an emergent and copro-
duced phenomenon, and therefore for including claimed spaces as a constitutive part of participation.

Feeling heard in invited spaces

Given our finding that the feeling of being heard, both in present and past participatory experiences, influences 
the decision of whether to join invited participation formats or not (Kersting, 2013), creating invited partici-
pation formats in a ‘right’ manner so that everyone feels heard seems an unattainable goal. A consequentialist 
perspective in such a case might view public participation as inevitably leading to a ‘new tyranny’ (Cooke & 
Kothari, 2004).

However, we propose that there are important steps that can be taken by embracing an epistemic justice 
lens. As other’s have highlighted, our results point to the need to improve the so far exclusionary room, 
which is dominated by loud, persistent and authoritative voices; by those for whom the scheme matters, 
mostly in a negative way, and by people who trust that their voices are being heard.

As our findings underline, it is key that invited spaces enable participants to go past negative expectations of 
social interactions, and pay greater attention to trust and mistrust, as emerging historically in the life-course 
and locally within previous experiences of participation (Laurian, 2009). Invited spaces should welcome inse-
cure voices without an agenda, by incorporating diverse mechanisms of participation (e.g. small group discus-
sions where one does not necessarily have to make strong points, or targeted engagement with certain 
communities). Facilitation should exhibit dual sensitivity, encouraging insecure voices, and preventing loud 
voices from becoming dominant.

Additionally, as also demonstrated by Reichborn-Kjennerud et al. (2021), it is crucial to include voices who 
view the scheme positively but may have had negative past experiences or perceptions of local politics. It seems 
necessary to cover different social networks rather than sticking to a representation of socio-economic charac-
teristics and resources of individuals participating. Logistical arrangements in terms of more convenient tim-
ing, proper efforts over providing translation and accessible online formats, appropriate outreach, and also, we 
would add, on the basis of our previous research [REFERENCE REDACTED FOR REVIEW], providing child-
care and remuneration are all due steps in this regard.

Thirdly, it is important to overcome the negative experiences of local participation, when not voiced instru-
mentally. As our findings highlight, transparency and clarity on all procedures and actors involved is key. 
Clarity on the purpose and remit of invited spaces is needed before their initiation, including in relation to 
municipal, state and federal political structures, legal frameworks and political parties’ visions. A way to pre-
vent false expectations could be a more differentiated vocabulary for the different invited formats, as well as 
adequate pace and responsiveness to residents’ concerns.

Setting the frame for society-centric planning approaches

Legislative requirements may establish the foundation for low-carbon transition in transport and ensure, to a 
certain extent, residents’ right to be involved. However, they often lean towards top-down processes and prior-
itise invited spaces (see for example Verlinghieri et al. 2024). In Berlin, legal and institutional frameworks 
shape how planners, municipalities, and residents relate to one another in planning processes and spaces 
for participation. The Mobility Act itself supports society-centric approaches, while its underpinning legal 
frameworks bound the remit of participatory processes as part of a mandate to implement specific actions 
under the decarbonisation mandate.

When tied to a predetermined outcome, such as the design details of the pedestrianisation of one area, par-
ticipation processes risk leading respondents to see them as a tool for acceptance rather than for addressing 
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justice concerns. Unlike the idea of society-centric approaches, where residents’ voices should have a funda-
mental influence on the entire process, legally mandated engagements linked to specific plans are likely unable 
to do so. This perception fosters feelings of not being heard and engenders mistrust in the processes and local 
politics. A similar perspective arises in the work of Clausen et al. (2021, p. 745), who characterise invited spaces 
in Denmark’s wind turbine planning as sites of ‘systemic exercise of power’.

This does not imply that the objective of low-carbon transitions should be put under discussion, as this would 
contradict overall political and scientific support. Instead, we argue that participatory spaces should fill the gap 
that exists between a general mandate to reduce emissions and the very localised, simplified, and technically 
focused co-design exercises covering design guidelines. As others have highlighted (Willis et al., 2022), there 
is a need to open up just collaborative discussion spaces, which cover the several steps and changes needed 
to achieve just transitions, at a broader scale than just a local square. Citizens assemblies and similar exercises 
of deliberative democracy that address the different aspects and implications of transitions, often bringing 
together invited and claimed spaces, are one of the many ways to bring epistemic justice into climate politics.

Implementing these recommendations poses a challenge, especially within what we called the ‘field of local 
politics’, which has been progressively dismantled under neoliberal and austerity planning (Beveridge & Koch, 
2021). The constrained conditions of this field make it difficult to acknowledge and welcome emergent parti-
cipatory relationships and potentials. However, as others highlighted (Hilbrandt, 2017; Legacy et al., 2017), 
possibilities exist where institutionalised planning processes (closed and invited) may inadvertently give 
rise to claimed spaces. Hilbrandt (2017) terms this phenomenon as ‘insurgent participation’, where claimed 
spaces politicise and challenge institutional planning endeavours. Since these have the potential to include 
a wider range of voices, we posit that attention should be paid to ensure that legal frameworks do not silently 
disregard perspectives that go beyond the confines of invited spaces. This is particularly important where 
claimed spaces are able to create a space in which those who have traditionally experienced exclusion and epis-
temic injustice can feel heard, feel that the content of the discussion is relevant to their lives, and contribute to 
the building of social networks.

Notes
1. For Bourdieu society is a social room, which is constituted in different relatively autonomous, though bipolar structured 

fields. Local politics can be seen as one field (Bourdieu 2001).
2. Berlin is a city-state with a two-tiered administration structure. The central administration is responsible for all matters 

significant to Berlin as whole, such as finance or judiciary. On the lower tier are the twelve borough administrations, 
including Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg. Each borough administration comprises a borough assembly (BVV) and a borough 
office. Therefore, every borough is also a municipality (Senate Chancellery 2023).

3. One process concerned the redesign of a nearby market hall, the other regarded the extension of a weekly market in a street 
leading to the square.

4. from human voices rather than traffic
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