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Abstract
Based on an in-depth study of how socially innovative processes are collectively reinforced within two cases, this article
builds a reflexive framework that conceptualizes socially innovative processes as situated trajectories of collective learn-
ing. The framework starts from three theories in the field of pedagogy and organisational studies that try to contextualise
and operationalise how internal processes of learning, supportive relationships and external demands interrelate within
processes of collective learning. In line with the reflexive character of social innovation research, the article presents the
framework as a means to give concrete answer on how socially innovative processes can be supported and how the dy-
namic character of their collective learning trajectories can be managed. The conclusion of this article further reflects on
the importance of a situational and multi-layered understanding of collective learning for creating institutional support
for socially innovative processes in planning and presents reflexive questions that can help external actors as planning
practitioners to position themselves within this often messy and complex reality.
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1. Introduction: Social Innovation and Collective
Learning

Planning practice could play a crucial role in creat-
ing institutional support for socially innovative action
(MacCallum, Moulaert, Hillier, & Vicari Haddock, 2009;
Moulaert & Cabaret, 2006; Van Dyck & Van den Broeck,
2013). The transformative aims of planning (Albrechts,
2015; Friedmann, 2011) and its often immanent posi-
tion in between government and civil society (Albrechts,
2012) creates the opportunity for planning practice to in-
fluence and support the processes of learning, decision-
making, collective action and institutionalization that are
crucial for socially innovative action (Jessop, Moulaert,

Hulgård, & Hamdouch, 2013; Novy, Hammer, & Leubolt,
2009; Oosterlynck, Van den Broeck, Albrechts, Moulaert,
& Verhetsel, 2011). Notwithstanding this promising ba-
sis, the socializing nature of a lot of planning initiatives
(a.o., Swyngedouw, 2008) and the underlying variety
of conflicting interests, often result in exactly the op-
posite. Well-intended actions as participatory decision-
making, co-productive visioning or a need-based under-
standing of local dynamics, often fail to fully understand
and support the open, multiple, and critical nature of a
lot of socially innovative initiatives in their search for al-
ternative development strategies (Moulaert,MacCallum,
Mehmood, & Hamdouch, 2013) and end up in strength-
ening the co-optation of alternative practices by classic
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government systems (see, among others, Kaethler, De
Blust, & Devos, 2017; Palmås & von Busch, 2015). In this
article we argue that a better understanding of the un-
derlying process of collective learning is primordial in or-
der for planning practice to play a role in supporting so-
cial innovation. More specifically we plea to conceptu-
alize these trajectories of collective learning as situated
and multi-layered trajectories that sometimes support,
and other times obstruct one another and that are em-
bedded in larger institutional fields.

Collective learning can best be described as a con-
cept that gives insight in how a diverse group of indi-
viduals work on processes of shared problematization
and a shared sense of meaning (De Laat & Simons, 2002;
Schreurs & Kuhk, 2017; Wildemeersch, 2007). Theories
of collective learning concretizes how these processes
are structured and how they deal with internal com-
plexity and external demands by analysing how a collec-
tive emerges, learns and transforms (Whatmore, 2009).
In social innovation studies collective learning is seen
as a core element for collective transformative action
(see, among others, Chambon, David, & Devevey, 1982;
Jessop et al., 2013). Collective learning creates the possi-
bility to collectively appropriate, deconstruct and recon-
struct information and knowledge, taking into account a
diverse set of life-worlds and value alternatives for exist-
ing dominant positions. Social innovation theory starts
from the idea that collective learning based on a shared
social innovative agenda is crucial in order to recreate ex-
isting institutions and structures and provide them with
newmeanings (Cassinari &Moulaert, 2014; Jessop et al.,
2013; Moulaert & Nussbaumer, 2005).

The social learning tradition of planning theory and
practice (e.g., Friedmann, 1987; Healey, 2009; Kuhk,
Schreurs, & Dehaene, 2015; Vandenabeele, Vanassche,
& Wildemeersch, 2011) share this understanding of
learning as a crucial element for transformative action.
Social learning values the social processes of knowledge-
creation and the construction of goals as the result of a
“continuous socially situated activity in probing inquiry,
collective sense-making and the testing out of ideas to
see if they ‘work’ and mobilise attention” (Healey &
Hillier, 2008, p. xvii; see also Healey, 2013). Where both
planning and social innovation studies share the idea of
appropriate qualities for learning, a process of learning
should be inclusive, reflective, subjectifying, has a trans-
formative potential and starts from an interdisciplinary,
transdisciplinary and iterative endeavour (e.g., Brown &
Lambert, 2013; Kuhk et al., 2015; Moulaert, Van Dyck,
Khan, & Schreurs, 2013; Servillo & Schreurs, 2013), the
specific application of which remains rather diverse.

In planning there is a focus on the shared endeavour
of dealing with irreducible uncertainty (Bertolini, 2010;
Schreurs & Kuhk, 2017), where the social innovation ap-
proach has amuchmore political understanding of learn-
ing. Social innovation theory defines collective learning
as “a new form of social learning oriented to the produc-
tion of knowledge as an ‘intellectual common’” (Jessop

et al., 2013, p. 119). Collective learning emphasizes on
the solidarity-based character of learning through pro-
cesses of sharing and cooperation in order to organize
the satisfaction of human needs and changes in social
relations and increasing the socio-political capability as
well as access to resources of a large diversity of unheard
actors (Moulaert, Martinelli, Swyngedouw, & Gonzalez,
2005). The transdisciplinary character of collective learn-
ing becomes an important asset to relate the revaloriza-
tion of a large diversity of social use values with—much
needed—institutional support (Jessop et al., 2013).

In order to avoid that these different interpretations
of learning create confusion and consequently an un-
predictable basis for supporting socially innovative initia-
tives and lead to their (un)intentional co-optation and de-
politicization in planning processes, we propose to focus
on amore operational and situated understanding of col-
lective learning—later defined as a reflexive framework.
This understanding goes beyond the qualities of learn-
ing and engages with a more in-depth understanding of
how processes of collective learning are managed, how
internal processes of learning and external demands in-
terrelate and how external actors as planning practition-
ers can play a role in creating the institutional support
for collective learning processes. We define this perspec-
tive as an actor-oriented approach to collective learning
as it focuses on the dynamic collection of actors (that can
change in composition), and how they are part of multi-
ple collectives and have to deal with contradictions, own
agenda’s, or parallel trajectories. Based on this under-
standing we try to define certain reflexive questions that
can help external agents as spatial planning practitioners
to better define their role and added value in collective
learning trajectories in order to strengthen their resis-
tance to (un)intentional co-optation andde-politicization
in planning processes.

In the following paragraphs we give an overview
of the different methodological steps that were ap-
pliedwhile constructing the framework, conducting case-
based research and defining the final reflexive ques-
tions. Following this overview, we introduce the reflex-
ive framework that was drafted during this research and
describe shortly its separate underlying theories. In the
third part of this article we describe the situated trajecto-
ries of collective learning of two cases: the living Streets
in Ghent and the Eastern Rail Park (PSO) in Antwerp,
Belgium. Both cases can be described as civil society led
processes and have socially innovative potential. Where
in the case of the Living Streets, an example of temporary
use of public space, this potentiality evolved towards a
culture of cooperation between different organizations
and a further institutionalization of socially innovative
practices, conflictual tensions remained the institutional
basis for collective learning in the case of PSO, an exam-
ple of local advocacy planning. In the conclusions of this
article we further illustrate the added value of our reflex-
ive framework and introduce how the analysis of both
cases lead to a multi-layered understanding of collective
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learning for planning practitioners in supporting local so-
cially innovative initiatives.

2. Methodology

The research trajectory consisted of a series of work-
shops on participatory cases that we organized for the
professional association of spatial planners in Flanders
(VRP). Three sessions were organized with key stakehold-
ers of different cases and a group of professional spatial
planners that worked for different cities in Flanders, for
the Flemish government or for private developers. In the
first two sessions, key stakeholders presented six case
studies of different collective learning trajectories that
worked on social innovation and participation in plan-
ning on different scales. At the end of each presentation,
the stakeholders and planning practitioners were asked
to map the capabilities that the collectives needed to
achieve their goals, based on the theoretical framework
of Baser and Morgan (2008), as will be later described.
In the third session, the work of Biesta (2010, 2011,
2012) on the functions of education and learning and the
work of Bruno Latour (2004) on onto-political proceed-
ings were introduced—the two other theories behind
our reflexive framework after Baser andMorgan (2008)—
and a reflection on the changing position of spatial plan-
ning practitionerswas presented. Based on the three the-
ories and the collectivemapping exercises of the first two
sessions, a reflection was organized to gain a better un-
derstanding of the cases based on both the internal pro-
cess of collective learning and its (un)supportive relation-
ships with external agents as spatial planning practition-
ers. As a result of this reflection, first drafts of the reflex-
ive framework were developed and reflexive questions
for planning practitioners were discussed and presented.

In a second part of the research, the three authors of
the article further developed the reflexive framework by
researching two case studies more in-depth. Both case
studieswere selected because of their socially innovative
potential (combining local action with processes of insti-
tutionalisation) but different outcome (a culture of co-
operation versus conflictual tension). Based on the pre-
sentations of both case studies during the first sessions
of our research and the initial mapping of collective ca-
pabilities, follow-up interviews were organized with the
main key stakeholders of the cases. These follow-up inter-
views were structured based on the same questions and
theories that arose in the three sessions. Firstly, we crit-
ically evaluated and validated the mapping of collective
capabilities of the cases. Based on this mapping we fur-
ther reflected on the trajectory of collective learning and
the relationshipwith planning practitioners following the
theoretical frameworks presented in the following para-
graphs and their related questions. The semi-structured
interviewswere compared and analysed in suchway that
they could further specify and critically evaluate the in-
terrelation between the different theories of the frame-
work and its relation with social innovation. In order to

relate the results of this research to planning practice,we
tried, inspired by the reflexive exercise in the last session
of the participation lab, to rephrase the results and obser-
vations to clear reflexive questions that could help spatial
planning practitioners to position themselves in relation
to collective learning trajectories and their socially inno-
vative potential.

3. Towards a Framework

The reflexive framework is based on a selection of three
theories that, in our understanding, can help to opera-
tionalize our understanding of collective learning. These
theories are situated in the field of pedagogy or organi-
zational studies and, consequently, are not directly de-
veloped with the aim to support social innovation in the
context of spatial planning projects. The three theories
that we discussed are the work of Baser and Morgan
(2008) on capacity development, the work of Gert Biesta
(2010) on the functions of education and learning, and
the work of Bruno Latour (2004) on onto-political pro-
ceedings. Each of the theories shed light on a specific ele-
ment of an operational and situational understanding of
collective learning.

Thework of Baser andMorgan (2008) and their study
on capacity building can be used to understand how pro-
cesses of collective learning are managed, by describing
five core collective capabilities that define the ability of
a group to organize themselves. In this respect these ca-
pabilities should allow to learn how the organization can
adapt to conflicting goals and an evolving situation. Baser
andMorgan (2008, p. 33) describe five core collective ca-
pabilities that can, to a greater or lesser extent, be found
in all organizations and systems: capabilities (1) to com-
mit and engage, (2) to carry out functions or tasks, (3) to
relate and attract resources and support, (4) to adapt and
self-renew, and (5) to balance coherence and diversity.
Each of these collective capabilities enable an organiza-
tion to create public value and can be seen as both a
condition and a result of internal processes of learning.
The status of each of these collective capabilities reveals
the overall capacity of a group to engage in processes of
learning and therefore helps (external) agents to specify
and strategically select their possible supportive role.

The work of Biesta (2010, 2011) places this develop-
ment of collective capabilities in a broader framework of
learning. Biesta’s work focuses on different modes of ed-
ucation and learning as well as the function of learning
in society and can give us insight in the finality of learn-
ing. Biesta makes a distinction between three modes of
learning. A first mode of learning is the ever-present idea
of qualification: learning as a means to provide some-
one or a group with the knowledge and skills to do
something. This quality of learning forms the basis for
the mainstream idea of organized education and is, in
our analysis, situated in line with the idea of strength-
ening the collective capabilities of a group as defined
by Baser and Morgan (2008). A second mode of learn-
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ing can be defined as socialization. In this approach a
set of structure and rules and the adaptation to existing
processes and dominant ideas are crucial. Socialization
can be seen as a mode of learning that contributes to
the reproduction of existing socio-political order (Biesta,
2010) and its related norms and values. Within collec-
tive learning processes this kind of learning usually pri-
oritises the goal to get decisions approved and obtain
public support for a particular way of working. The third
mode of civic learning can be defined as subjectification.
Subjectification entails modes of learning that focus on
the emergence of political agency and as such subjectiv-
ity (Biesta, 2010). This kind of learning focuses on inde-
pendency and the importance of reflexivity as the con-
tinuous emergence of alternative collective imaginaries
and engagement. Biesta further specifies this last mode
of learning based on the idea of a pedagogy of interrup-
tion. Subjectification is not only about demanding a cer-
tain reflexive mode of learning but also about securing
the opportunities for new forms of political subjectivity
to emerge (Biesta, 2010, 2012). In relation to socially in-
novative practices this subjectifying mode of learning is
crucial to develop a political and transformative poten-
tial through collective learning. The different modes of
learning often co-exist in processes of collective learning.
Their internal balance highly depends on certain require-
ments of learning that are defined through time.

These different requirements for learning are further
theorized by Latour (2004), who introduces a situational
understanding of learning and its related time dimen-
sion. Originally, Latour describes four requirements for
learning to get a better grip on the value of science,
knowledge and democracy in our society and how this
directly relates to the internal and external dynamics of
a group. In Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences
into Democracy, Latour (2004) starts from the idea that
facts and values can’t be defined as exclusive nominators
for action. Latour sees both as interrelated concepts that,
during a process of learning, lead to a shared reality and
definition of the group. Latour distinguishes four require-
ments that define specific situations of learning. The first
two requirements are related to the idea of a group; or,
as Vandenabeele and Goorden (2007, p. 206) translate:
which options do the involved actors take into account?
To answer this question, a group needs to go through a
process of ‘perplexity’ (holding on to a broad horizon)
and ‘consultation’ (excluding nobody arbitrarily). The
two other requirements relate to strategy, selectivity and
the power to arrange in rank and order. Vandenabeele
and Goorden (2007) translate this as: which options do
the actors experience as being useful? This question can
be answered by processes of ‘hierarchy’ (trying to un-
derstand the relationship between new values and what
is currently prevailing) and ‘institutionalisation’ (closing
the debate for the time being). A group or collective con-
tinuously engage with each of these four requirements.
By adding this situational understanding to our theoret-
ical framework, different moments of inclusion and pos-

sibilities for engagement get defined and create a basis
for further analysis.

By combining the three theories within one theoret-
ical framework (Figure 1), we can develop a situated un-
derstanding of collective learning and have a better in-
sight in how the capabilities of a group and the way col-
lective learning is organized changes over time based
on to what extent the collective and its supportive re-
lations are constantly (re-)defined by what Latour calls,
the “scenarization of the totality”, the continuous pro-
cess of defining the provisional and ever-changing bor-
der between inside and outside (Latour, 2004, p. 248).
The shared collective capabilities of a group create a clear
idea on the possibilities to start and sustain a collective
learning trajectory, where the understanding of collec-
tive learning as balancing socializing and subjectifying
modes of learning tells us something about the quality
and finality of learning (and, as such, about its socially in-
novative potential) and acknowledges this as a changing
and balancing endeavour. Lastly, the different require-
ments for learning can help to understand how a group
changes throughout a process of collective learning and
opens or closes itself to external support.

The framework shows how this definition of a group,
the possibilities for external support, the collective ca-
pabilities to organize a collective learning trajectory and
the finalities of the applied modes of learning are all in-
terrelated. By integrating these different dimensions we
can structurally analyse how a collective learning trajec-
tory and its socially innovative ambitions is organized
and changes through time, taking into account the polit-
ical and institutional context. The trajectory of collective
learning is, in both our cases and in line with our frame-
work, defined as the recurrent process during which a
(changing) group of people actively and collectively try
to (re)define and test how, why, what and in relation to
who they are organizing themselves. With regard to ex-
ternal support the framework illustrates three different
ways to support collective learning trajectories: (1) by en-
hancing the collective capacities of a group (can I help
a group with one of their five core collective capabili-
ties?), (2) by understanding processes of learning and its
socializing and subjectifying dimension (how can I sup-
port a subjectifying mode of learning? Can my organiza-
tion or can I as, e.g., an administrator give other groups
the possibility to set up a subjectifying learning trajec-
tory?), as well as (3) fuelling processes of perplexity, con-
sultation, hierarchy and institutionalisation (are there
propositions neglected in a group discussion? Can I add
propositions based on my expertise, network? How have
the participants been selected? Can I avoid arbitrarily-
short-circuiting?).

In order to analyse the two cases based on this the-
oretical framework three questions were defined that
directly relate to the three theories of the framework
and their relation with collective learning and social in-
novation. The following questions have as a goal not
to evaluate the cases but to highlight and understand
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consulta�on ins�tu�on

four requirements for learning
(Latour, 2004)

hierarchy

perplexity

shared collec�ve
capabili�es

1. to commit and engage
2. to carry out func�ons or tasks
3. to relate an a�ract resources

and support
4. to adapt and self-renew

5. to balance coherence
and diversity

(Baser & Morgan, 2008)

socializing & subjec�fying
collec�ve learning trajectories
(Biesta, 2010)

Figure 1. A conceptual framework for a situated understanding of collective learning.

their underlying mechanisms and how these mecha-
nisms can further clarify a situated understanding of col-
lective learning:

1. What are the collective capabilities of a group and
how are they developed throughout a process of
collective learning?

2. How does the configuration of socializing and sub-
jectifying modes of learning contribute to the so-
cially innovative potential of a trajectory?

3. How did a group deal with the different require-
ments for learning and howdoes this influence the
socially innovative potential of a trajectory?

4. Learning from Cases

4.1. Living Streets in Ghent

The Living Streets project can roughly be described as a
civil society campaign focused on creating support for a
modal shift in the city through concrete temporary in-
terventions and experiments (Figure 2). Yearly, different
streets in Ghent are made car-free for two months and
transformed into places for experimenting with alterna-
tive mobility strategies (bicycle sharing, collective park-
ing, alternative routing, etc.) and the use of public space
(creating a greener public space, redefining the space

for cars, etc.). In each street, inhabitants are the core of
these initiatives. A small group of initiators try to con-
vince neighbours to engage in the experiment and co-
create the activities and specific interventions they want
to see implemented. Since the initial idea of the Living
Streets project originated at a transition lab of the City
of Ghent on future mobility, the different local initiatives
have a strong, but often implicit, interrelation with the
city-wide debate on new forms ofmobility. From the start
of the Living Streets project in 2013, it has been Lab van
Troje (the Trojan Lab), the organizer of the project, firm
ambition to organize a creative laboratory that offers so-
lutions to speed up the process of turning the Ghent area
into a sustainable, liveable and climate-neutral region.

The Trojan Lab combines different roles. During the
Living Streets campaign, the Trojan Lab provides logis-
tical support for each of the local experiments. On the
level of the city the Trojan Lab evaluate the effects of the
Living Streets project on changing patterns of mobility
and actively investigate and debate the role of tempo-
rary use and experiments for local governance systems.
Currently, the Trojan Lab is trying to structurally embed
this new culture of experimentation in the administrative
structures of the City of Ghent. During our research we
chose to focus on one of the local collective learning tra-
jectories and selected the case study of the Wasstraat, a
street that participated twice, in 2014 and 2015.
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Figure 2. The Living streets as local experiments for car free environments.

The collective learning trajectory in the Wasstraat
was mainly centred around the idea of organizing an
inclusive trajectory. The initiators wanted to organize
an open trajectory that both accepts and provokes un-
planned happenings. In order to be as open as possible
and true to the experimental nature of Living Streets, the
local learning trajectory mainly focused on including the
large diversity of inhabitants in the experiment and cre-
ating room for changing engagements. In second order,
some of the participants of the Living Street Wasstraat
were also involved in the coordinating (collective learn-
ing) trajectory that would place the different local tra-
jectories in a larger institutional debate hosted by the
Trojan Lab. This engagement in a diversity of learning tra-
jectories ismirrored in the organizational structure of the
Living StreetWasstraatwhich is based on a dual structure
of on the one hand a small core group of initiators (who
worked together with the Trojan Lab and other Living
Streets) and on the other hand a large group of neigh-
bours who took part in the local experiment. The local
learning trajectory strongly focused on an inclusive ap-
proach, i.e., learning by consulting every family in the
street and inviting them to participate and by only ap-
plying socializing modes of learning as a way to create
the right conditions for collective experimentation. Dur-
ing the trajectory basic rules on the use of space, such
as timeframes and maintenance logics were defined and
the threshold of participation was lowered by guarantee-
ing the temporary character of the interventions. This ap-
proach hardly changed in their participation in 2015.

What are the collective capabilities of the Living
Street Wasstraat and how are they developed through-
out their process of collective learning?

The capability to balance coherence and diversity
was from the beginning of the collective learning trajec-
tory an important aspiration of the organization in order
to involve as many neighbours as possible in their tem-
porary experiment. Throughout the trajectory the other
capabilities of Baser and Morgan were developed. Most
of the collective capabilities were managed in the core
group of the initiative. The initiators of the Wasstraat
learned to deal with the passivity of certain groups, cre-
ating momentum by programming activities and accept-
ing experiments with uncertain outcomes. Throughout
the experiment other collective capabilities such as the
capability to commit and engage, carry out functions or
tasks and attract resources were more and more shared
by the bigger group of participating neighbours. Since
the Living Street Wasstraat was part of a larger yearly
campaign, there was more or less a format on how to
organize a local collective learning trajectory and how
other external actors and organizations like the Trojan
Lab could support this endeavour. The lab created, for in-
stance, amanual onhow to start a Living Street. Thisman-
ual gives the necessary structure for local initiators to
start and explore how they can create an own collective
trajectory. The lab also supported every living street on
a logistical level by negotiating permits with the city, pro-
viding contact with supportive enterprises to co-develop
experiments, etc. Because of this format the local organi-
zation of the Living StreetWasstraatwas almost automat-
ically embedded in a larger multi-layered organizational
structure. This semi-institutional structure created a di-
rect potential for social innovation by combining a strong
local collective learning trajectory that engaged a large
diversity of actors with a supra-local collective learning
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trajectory that tried to influence further processes of in-
stitutionalization. In order to better understand this po-
tentiality, we must look at the other dimensions of our
framework of collective learning.

How does the configuration of socializing and subjec-
tifying modes of learning contribute to the socially inno-
vative potential of the Living Street Wasstraat?

The cooperation between different learning trajec-
tories and their underlying organization created an in-
teresting condition to balance socializing and subjectify-
ing modes of learning. The case of the Wasstraat clearly
shows that sustaining the necessary balance between ac-
cepting and provoking unplanned happenings could only
be achieved thanks to a strategic interchange between
street-level and city-level learning trajectories. The orga-
nizational structure of different collective learning trajec-
toriesmade it possible that theWasstraat, on street-level,
decided to create a very open, experimental and subjec-
tifying trajectory, where on city-level, the Lab van Troje
chose to run for a more political, governance-oriented
and as such socializing trajectory. The balance between
both trajectories could be secured because of a strate-
gic interchange that respected the specific definition of
each of the collective learning trajectories and the differ-
ential importance of socializing and subjectifying modes
of learning. The importance of this mutual understanding
becomes clear in the following example: right after the
second edition of the Living Street Wasstraat, the plan-
ning department of theCity ofGhent used thewidepublic
support for the Living Streets experiment as an opportu-
nity and legitimation to plan and design some structural
changes in the composition of the public space. However,
by neglecting the experimental and subjectifying charac-
ter of the Wasstraat and introducing a more socializing
planning mode of learning (designing a plan, finding sup-
port, etc.) they failed to set up a common trajectory.

In relation to the social innovative potential of the
Living Streets this differentiation in organizational struc-
tures, not only based on supporting collective capabili-
ties but also on the importance of balancing subjectifying
and socializingmodes of learning, seems to be promising.
An organizational structure based on different trajecto-
ries of collective learning gives the possibility to limit the
inherent socializing pressure of processes of institutional-
isation on local trajectories of collective learning. Mean-
while a more structural embedment of local learning tra-
jectories in a city-wide discussion gives the possibility to
directly influence existing governance structures, bring-
ing a large diversity of social values to the front of the
debate. In order to strengthen this relation between lo-
cal learning trajectories and governance discussions the
Trojan Lab organized intermediate sessions where repre-
sentatives of the local Living Street experiments met and
collectively reflected on their local cases as well as the
trajectory as a whole. Based on this introduction of an in-
termediate structurewe need to questionwhether these
different layers of the collective learning trajectory really
belong to the same learning trajectory or are to be seen

as strategic alliances (that strengthen the collective capa-
bilities of different groups and create space for balancing
socializing and subjectifying modes of learning).

How did the Living Street Wasstraat deal with the dif-
ferent requirements for learning and how did this influ-
ence the socially innovative potential of the trajectory?

On a local level the changes in the group and its col-
lective learning trajectory were limited. Starting from an
open and inclusive perspective on membership and ex-
perimentation, the Living Street Wasstraat was primarily
focused on a continuous engagement with the require-
ments of perplexity and consultation, trying to gather a
diverse group of neighbours and creating the ideal con-
ditions for interchange and open reflection. The require-
ments of hierarchy and institution and their related dis-
cussions mainly centred on implementing temporary in-
terventions. The rules that were defined and the choices
made during the collective learning trajectory related to
creating the conditions of learning rather than to propos-
ing new solutions or perspectives based on what was
learned (this wasn’t the case for all the local Living Street
trajectories; some initiatives dealt with subsequent re-
flection on the results of their local experiments).

This limited engagement with the requirements of
hierarchy and institution somewhat questions our idea
of the socially innovative potential of the local trajec-
tory and its differentiated organizational structure. The
local and diverse processes of learning that worked on
street-level wasn’t reflected in the discussion and pro-
cess of learning on the level of the city. Although the
different results and evaluations of all the local Living
Streets experiments were used as an inspiration to chal-
lenge and change themobility policy in the city, local and
supra-local trajectories weren’t part of the same collec-
tive learning trajectory, they didn’t share processes of
learning; this was illustrated by a limited focus on feed-
back relations, the inexistence of an agenda shared by all
the initiatives and participants and, probably, a different
interpretation of what to take into account or what to
define as useful.

4.2. The Eastern Rail Park in Antwerp

PSO is a completely different story. The case is centred
around a partly abandoned railway yard in the north of
Antwerp (Figure 3). Although the City of Antwerp de-
cided to develop the site as a parking lot and a zone for
events in 2015, different neighbourhood organizations
had pleaded for a more public and green use. Through-
out the development of the site, a close collaboration be-
tween opposing organizations (the city administration of
Antwerp and the local neighbourhood associations) and
their respective storylines, could never be established,
contrary to the Living Streets project in Ghent. Despite
this apparent failure, the case shows an interesting learn-
ing trajectory as it illustrates how certain events limit the
socially innovative potential of collective learning pro-
cesses and situate it in a larger field of social action.
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Figure 3. The PSO: An abandoned railway yard in the north of Antwerp.

The collective learning trajectory of PSO was a rather
fluctuating process. As an action group PSO highly de-
pended on changing contextual conditions such as the
existence of an official vision on the PSO, legal proce-
dures etc. A first reorganization of the group and its learn-
ing trajectory was carried out after difficult negotiations
with the City on the future of the abandoned railway yard.
PSO, at that moment a local neighbourhood committee
working on a shared formulation of a vision together
with a large diversity of neighbours, decided to create
two types of organizations: PSO and Oostnatie. PSO op-
erated as a civil action committee that would challenge
the plans of the City in court, while Oostnatie adopted a
more cultural profile and claimed and programmed the
area in order to show its relevance for neighbourhood-
related activities and preserve the socially innovative po-
tential of the process. This reorganization gave PSO the
possibility to further concentrate on its political and ac-
tivist role and start a legal procedure against the plans of
the City. Creating expertise and involvement to gain wide
public support for their cause were their main objectives.
This specific definition of the group changed again when
the planning conditions of the PSO changed. Indeed, the
City of Antwerp had started an exercise on covering the
nearby ring road what would change the whole configu-
ration of the site. In order to influence this broader tra-
jectory, PSO and other affected neighbourhood organi-
zations started the Schijnverbond, an umbrella organiza-
tion that pleaded for a full covering of the ring road. This
manoeuvre reopened the debates on membership and
hierarchy and consequently redefined the new trajectory
of collective learning again aiming to open up the process
and give room for shared visioning.

What are the collective capabilities of PSO and how
are they developed throughout their process of collec-
tive learning?

Throughout the trajectory PSO, its goals and orga-
nizational structure were constantly reinterpreted. This
clearly influenced the collective capabilities of PSO, with
a strong focus on adaptation and self-renewal. The com-
mittee can be described as a small activist group embed-
ded in a larger network of experts focused on commu-
nication, legal and technical expertise. Their capacity to
effectively organize actions is mostly based on the direct
and close ties between the core members and their abil-
ity to show flexibility in changing conditions. This cen-
tral position for the capability to adapt and self-renew
had a direct effect on the collective learning trajectory
of PSO. Even when the group wanted to reach a broader
and more diverse group of people, as was the case when
different groups joined forces in the Schijnverbond, the
actual trajectory of collective learning and the develop-
ment of further capabilities was not open to members
outside the core group of the organization. And so, the
socially innovative potential of PSO seems to be rather
low when taking into account the way the organization
is structured. In order to further understand this limita-
tion, we need to look at the other dimensions of our re-
flexive framework.

How does the configuration of socializing and subjec-
tifying modes of learning contribute to the socially inno-
vative potential of PSO?

Contrary to the Living Streets the context of learning
of PSO isn’t primarily defined by an over-arching design
process of learning, but directly relates to events and po-
sitions that are defined in spite of what is happening on
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a local scale. Collective learning is in the case of PSO not
instrumental for processes of institutionalization but di-
rectly organizes processes of collective action. This con-
stantly changing context influences the role of learning.
Whereas in the case of the Living streets, clearly de-
fined expectations of learning were instrumental in bal-
ancing the multiplicity of learning trajectories, the case
of PSO shows a clear engagement with mostly subjecti-
fying modes of learning. In the different constellations
during its collective learning trajectory, PSO searched
for alternatives for ways of working as defined by the
government. From the moment more socializing modes
of learning were expected, the group changed and re-
organized itself, as was the case when a parallel trajec-
tory with Oostnatie was created (an organization that
partly works within the borders of the existing institu-
tional order).

This subjectifying way of working can be seen as the
result of a more hostile institutional context, but also in-
fluences how external actors as planning practitioners
can support their collective learning trajectory since the
finality of their organization (advocating for an alterna-
tive development strategy) isn’t widely acknowledged
and neither is part of a broader campaign or cooperative
system, as was the case for the Living Streets. An engage-
ment with these kinds of initiatives asks for a clearer po-
sitioning of external actors, the acknowledgement of the
strategic choices behind a certain initiative and relating
these choices to the position of their own organization
and institutional structures.

How did PSO deal with the different requirements for
learning and how did this influence the socially innova-
tive potential of the trajectory?

In the PSO-case, the different requirements for learn-
ing are directly related to the strategic choices of the
group in reaction to changing conditions of the planning
process. The role of perplexity and consultation for in-
stance changed throughout the trajectory. At the start of
their existence PSO had a much more inclusive ambition
by reaching out to a large diversity of neighbours. From
the moment this representative position of PSO was ne-
glected by the City and seen as less relevant in the de-
bate, PSO changed its focus to a more adaptive structure
concentrating on technical expertise that would help
them to advocate for an alternative future of the site.

Since a cooperation with PSO directly involves the
acknowledgement of how they strategically deal with
the different requirements for learning (and hence, how
they position themselves, what is taken into account,
etc.) the different collaborations of PSO with other or-
ganizations like Oostnatie and het Schijnverbond were
always embedded in a trajectory of collectively defining
the structure of learning (taking into account the four re-
quirements for learning). The strategic cooperation with
Oostnatie for instance was a clear result of a tactical ex-
ercise of organizing a more cooperative and activist tra-
jectory based on a shared understanding of the finality
of their actions. In the case of the Living Streets this ex-

ercise was already drafted at the beginning of the cam-
paign by the Trojan Lab as the external partner of the lo-
cal collective learning trajectories. This resulted in a sta-
ble environment for learning which diminished the need
for strategic action and as such the need to redefine re-
lationships between organizations in a common trajec-
tory of learning. The lack of this stable environment in
the case of PSO also limited its potential to organize a
more open and diverse collective learning trajectory and
consequently influenced the socially innovative capacity
of the initiative.

5. Conclusion

Both cases showed clear differences in how collective
learning and social innovation can interrelate and how
each of the dimensions of our reflexive framework di-
rectly influence the socially innovative potential of a lo-
cal learning trajectory. The collective capabilities of a
groupmay be tooweak or restricted to actually organize
a collective learning trajectory, the context for learn-
ing may be too hostile or undefined which leaves no
room for balancing socializing and subjectifying modes
of learning, or the way a group deals with its require-
ments for learning is not acknowledged or not actively
taken into account in the further process of institution-
alization. In order to understand how these different sit-
uations can be avoided the case study research presents
a situated and multi-layered understanding of collective
learning trajectories. Both cases showed how trajecto-
ries of collective learning need to be understood in rela-
tion to other collective learning trajectories. In the case
of the Living Street Wasstraat, the Trojan Lab directly
supported the collective capabilities of the group and
influenced the way the Wasstraat balanced socializing
and subjectifying modes of learning and how it dealt
with the different requirements of learning. In the case
of PSO, the creation of new and parallel learning tra-
jectories as Oostnatie and the Schijnverbond were a di-
rect reaction to the unsupportive relation with the dom-
inant learning trajectory of the City. This multi-layered
understanding of collective learning is to be seen as
an additional element to our reflexive framework that
concretizes the institutional embeddedness of collective
learning trajectories and the possible supportive role of
external actors.

The institutional embeddedness of collective learn-
ing trajectories directly relates with whether or not the
different dimensions of a collective learning trajectory
are acknowledged by existing instruments, procedures
and external actors. The following reflexive questions,
based on the different dimensions of our framework,
can help to assess this institutional position. With regard
to the collective capabilities of a group, it can be ques-
tioned: do planning procedures create room for collec-
tives to organize themselves in order to become active
partners or are there specific instruments to strengthen
the collective capabilities of a local learning trajectory?
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To balance socializing and subjectifying modes of
learning one must reflect if the methods used are only
applicable for a subjectifying or socializingmode of learn-
ing. When are which kind of methods normally used? Do
other actors agree with this? Is there the possibility to
have an open debate about it? Engaging with the differ-
ent requirements of learning, on the other hands, starts
from the question: can the requirements of learning for
a certain group be acknowledged? Andwhich underlying
facts and values are determined in the underlying differ-
ences with other trajectories of learning?

The supportive role of external actors seems to en-
large in amulti-layered understanding of collective learn-
ing by taking into account the possibility to relate dif-
ferent learning trajectories to one another. Besides tak-
ing part in a (pre-existing) collective learning trajectory,
a multi-layered understanding creates the possibility to
engage in strategic alliances that can strengthen the col-
lective capabilities of a group and form a coherent basis
for balancing socializing and subjectifying ways of learn-
ing. The possibility to create a supportive context for col-
lective learning introduces new reflexive questions that
can help external agents to better define their role and
added value in collective learning trajectories: is there a
possibility to set up a certain parallel trajectory to sup-
port a group on one of their collective capabilities with-
out the need to get involved in a common learning trajec-
tory?Do I have instruments/procedures that can helpme
with this? Can I guarantee that the outcome of a collec-
tive learning trajectory will be respected? How can I limit
the influence of existing institutional frameworks in or-
der to create enough room for manoeuvre for local col-
lective learning trajectories to define their own interpre-
tation of hierarchy and institutionalization?

Based on these reflexive questions, that can be seen
as new research agendas for researchers and practition-
ers, it becomes clear how theories from the field of ped-
agogy and organizational studies can form an interest-
ing perspective for planning practice and research to
understand how collective learning trajectories and so-
cial innovation interrelate. Although none of the theo-
ries directly related to social innovation studies, their sit-
uational and multi-layered understanding of collective
learning showed how actors can interrelate with trajec-
tories of collective learning, not only through direct in-
volvement but also through creating a supportive con-
text for socially innovative practices. The reflexive frame-
work can give insight in the underlying mechanisms of
collective learning and so reduce the imminent threat
to misinterpret and co-opt collective learning trajecto-
ries and their socially innovative potential. Moreover, a
multi-layered understanding of learning and the possibil-
ity to relate different learning trajectories to one another
based on a clear analysis of their internal requirements
for learning and collective capabilities is an interesting
tool for engaged actors to enlarge their freedom to act
and widen the institutional support for social innovation
in planning practice.
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