Abstract/ Robert Arnkil, lead expert for MY GENERATION URBACT project

Transforming Product Ecology in URBACT

In URBACT, and in all EU Programmes, a search for good practices is going on.  The hope is that by identifying them, and then disseminating them, better impacts on topical issues, like tackling unemployment or promoting innovation, are achieved.  The track record for good practice dissemination in the past in Europe is not impressive, however.  The reports that turn up on good practice are quite often one-dimensional, formal, dry, not easily approachable, and end up sitting on real or digital shelves – and not found, not read and forgotten.

The MY GENERATION project has given some thought to this, and would like to share some ideas with other URBACT projects, so that we could join efforts to enhance good practice dissemination.

The issue came up directly from one of the key challenges in MY GENERATION, which is how to get the young themselves on the boat, in a real way, and not ending as a “target group” or in a token role. MY GENERATION is about young people as a resource for the cities, and is looking for good ways of working with the young to promote this. We needed to look at the “interface”, the connection to young, and needed to transform the way workshops operated – and at the same time the need to transform the idea what products look like, emerged.

Now that in practical terms the halfway mark or URBACT II project life is approaching, more and more attention is needed to thinking what the products at the end will be. Good practices are, for all intents and purposes, products, social innovations, and it is precisely here that some tough challenges are concerning good practice dissemination.

Good practices/ social and organisational innovations are not commodities in the traditional sense. You cannot simply transport a good practice from context A to context B. You need – depending on the complexity of the matter – quite a considerable accommodation and learning process in between to secure this. And it is precisely here that a lot of project work fall short of the challenge. This happens for different reasons. We would like to single out particularly two challenges concerning this: the quality of learning and the understanding of what is a product.

We would like to suggest that we need a much richer and multi-faceted concept of both learning in good practice dissemination and of the good practice, i.e. the product we want to disseminate. 

In fact, good practice exists on many levels and in many forms. To simplify matters, good practices exist on three levels: (1) operational (front line) level, where the contact to customers/citizens happens (2) meso-level of mid-management and horizontal networking and (3) overall management, governance and decision making. Quite often from the reports of good practice it is very difficult to make sense of these levels, and there is a shortage of reports identifying good practices on levels 2 and 3.

Good practices also exist in many forms, but usually they are reported one-dimensionally, only as rational/cognitive plans in written form – and in formal “management talk”. Two other dimensions, the learning infrastructure and methods, “learning scripts”, and the “experiential” forms of the practice are often missing almost completely.

We suggest that paying more attention to the different levels of good practice and to the different forms of practice, we can transform our “product ecology”, and gain in the learning process and good practice dissemination. Now often the reports of products only reveal the “tip of the iceberg”, ie. the rational plan aspect of the product, and it communicates – an rather poorly even at that – to managers and decision makers. Reporting on the learning process and methods (“how it was done and with whom”), which would help the learning process, and the reconstruction of the product in another context, is missing. And finally, the experience, the life of the project, that exists in events, interviews, pictures, film, sound – if it has been documented at all, often exists quite separately and poorly connected to the other two forms. The digital revolution would offers already endless possibilities to transform this, make the “dry” material more approachable, intuitive and compelling. 

The new product ecology would means that we pay attention to the different levels and forms of good practice, and make products that exist as a  “matrix”, covering as well as possible, the whole “ecology” of the product, in order to enhance learning and dissemination. To illustrate, the LOCAL ACTION PLAN, one of the key end products of URBACT, would, translated into this product ecology, have an existence in all the levels and forms of this matrix:
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