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Abstract

New forms of urban regeneration have been based on strong citizen 
involvement and support. Based on the new realist theory of social class, 
we argue that these processes have the face of the new leisure class – 
urban professionals, designers, intellectuals, etc. – who create the agenda 
for citizen-led regeneration activities. This leads to conspicuous politics: 
status-based participation attracts (media/popular) attention and creates 
competitive emulation among various groups among the leisure class. This 
new perspective helps to describe how – through competition and class 
practices in citizen initiatives – inequalities are reproduced in the urban 
environment even if urban governance processes are opened to citizens. 
The wider context for the discussion is the post-Soviet urban develop-
ment; a case of the Urban Idea – a large-scale citizen-led collaboration 
framework with the city of Tallinn – is analysed as a case study of how 
new leisure class participatory practices lead to conspicuous urban politics.

Key words: urban regeneration, participatory urban planning, status-
based participation, post-politics, conspicuous politics, Central and East-
ern Europe

1. Introduction

New governance formats and social innovation in the context of urban 
regeneration are well-discussed topics. As these new forms of urban 
governance involve stakeholders from all societal sectors in both formal 
and informal decision making processes, the increased citizen participa-
tion has been the central topic of analysis (Blakeley, 2010; Guarneros-
Meza and Geddes, 2010). Broad-based participation is considered neces-
sary to get an overview of local preferences and get citizens involved in 
co-producing, co-designing and co-enforcing public policies. Consequent-
ly, deliberative processes in urban planning are widely promoted as the 
way to enhance citizen influence, social responsibility, learning and 
legitimacy (Williamson and Fung, 2004). However, the elite-centric 
nature of these participatory processes garners also a lot of attention 
(Blanco, 2015; Eshuis et al., 2014; Roy, 2015). This is at the focus of 
this article: on the one hand, status-based participation processes have 
emerged, but on the other hand, it begs to question why citizens are 
becoming more involved in urban regeneration. 

To tackle this issue we utilize both new realist approaches to social 
class (studying class practices as a form of social and cultural forma-
tion) and use Thorstein Veblen’s ideas published in The Theory of the 
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Leisure Class (1912) as an illustration for the reasons behind such prac-
tices. Veblen described capitalist consumption practices as both ‘con-
spicuous consumption’ and ‘conspicuous leisure’, where consumers are 
under social pressure to engage in what he called ‘pecuniary emulation’ 
and buy exclusive goods or use their leisure time as a way to signal 
status. We study the effect of these practices – what we define as 
positional political practices – in the context of urban governance in 
Central and Eastern European (CEE) cities where participatory practices 
are weak, yet, gentrification and segregation processes are strongly on 
the rise (Brade et al., 2009; Hirt, 2013). With the process still ongoing 
there are both pockets of wealth and poverty in different neighborhoods 
due to the socialist legacy of varied development of city housing 
estates and owner-occupation (Kovács et al., 2013). This has led to, 
what is coined, the ‘heteropolitanization’ of neighborhoods in the post-
socialist context (Gentile et al., 2012). Thus, CEE cities offer an 
extreme context for emerging collaborative and participatory gover-
nance forms.

To analyze the democratic nature of these new urban governance forms 
influenced by class formation, we will first describe the main develop-
ments in urban policy generally – namely market-led and growth-centric 
idea of urban policy. We will argue that citizen participation in urban 
governance has a tendency to be concentric: while the power center (city 
government) is the same for all (groups of) citizens, not all get similar 
access (based tendencies) and attention (positional goods). Furthermore, 
as the traditional urban governance regimes have not fully formed, city 
governments have their own strategies to promote participation in urban 
policy making – e.g., legitimatization, conflict diffusion and also transfer-
ring tasks to stakeholders. Thus, public professionals seem to revert back 
and forth between deliberative and representative practices depending on 
their interests. We will highlight the discussion with a case study from 
Tallinn, the Urban Idea. 

2. Theoretical Considerations

Different theories on urban development describe regeneration strategies 
through capital development (Harvey, 2012) or through value struggles 
(Frenzel and Beverungen, 2014). Although from different perspectives, 
many argue that urban power is concentrating into the hands of few 
political, business and cultural elites in Europe (Blanco, 2015; Eshuis et 
al., 2014; Roy, 2015). Indeed, the changing environment of urban devel-
opment can have different effects across the urban population. In the 
following sections we will argue that market-led regeneration processes 
give rise to status-based participation in planning. The modes by which 
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these processes manifest themselves (market-led development, new lei-
sure class practices) create both positive externalities, but also new 
inequalities in the urban environment. 

2.1. Market-led Urban Regeneration

The market-led governance has contributed to a proliferation of the urban 
governance structure influencing place-specific, economic, social and 
political evolution of cities. More than ever, a wide range of actors in 
addition to professionals and private partners are included in the process. 
These include neighborhood associations, social entrepreneurs, social 
movements, project promotors, the third sector in general and the ‘ordi-
nary’ citizen. Arguably there has been a ‘pluralistic turn’ (Maginn, 2004: 
14) in the decision making processes of urban governance and with it the 
stakeholder lines have become fuzzier and loosely structured (Fraisse, 
2011). Furthermore, new urban regimes are believed to be ‘instrumental’ 
in nature: they pursue short-term, growth-oriented goals and try to use 
specific projects with justifiable and tangible results (Sagan and Grab-
kowska, 2012). Local authorities have, thus, become more financially 
dependent on private partners and their investments (e.g., Hölzl and 
Nuissl, 2014). This creates a network of partnerships with strong actors, 
who have access to key inputs and can, therefore, act as veto-players in 
the process (Higdem and Hanssen, 2014). This means that urban devel-
opment is characterized by status-based participation.

In the growth-based logic less attention has been given to social and envi-
ronmental dimensions of urban regeneration (Cochrane, 2007). This con-
tributes to the idea of ‘growth first’ and (automatic) redistribution of value 
later (Flint and Raco, 2012). The market-based approach to spatial plan-
ning implies that there is a rationally determinable common good. For 
example, one should be able to ask lower-income residents to lower their 
fears of the effects of gentrification or displacement from new develop-
ments for the greater economic benefit of the city as a whole (Roy, 2015). 
One of the problems with this logic is that benefits will not be automati-
cally redistributed: with current cutbacks and welfare retrenchment, social 
polarization and segregation is on the rise (Cassiers and Kesteloot, 2012; 
Pratschke and Morlicchio, 2012). Thus, different social groupings – social 
classes – seem to have disproportionate levels of access to power, and 
thus, possibilities to prioritize issues connected to them.

2.2. New Leisure Class in Status-based Participation

When trying to describe participatory processes through the lens of class 
dynamics, we first need to define what we mean by ‘class’. The exis-
tence of class has been a source of debate for many decades. It is diffi-
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perspectives any more. Some have proceeded to use more ‘real’ social 
divisions (e.g., occupation) in the absence of a concrete class definition 
(e.g., Grusky and Sørensen 1998), while others still see class as a useful 
social concept, albeit, without distinct class identities, focusing on ‘indi-
vidualized hierarchical differentiation’ (Bottero 2004: 987). In this paper 
we make a break with the one-dimensional understanding of ‘class’ as 
solely an economic concept (as a form of economic stratification), but 
also try to look at the more subjective, cultural dimension of class which 
includes the formation of status (Morris and Scott 1996; see also already 
Weber 1922/2009). Thus, we favor the recently emerged realist approach 
to class describing real social groupings based upon both economic and 
cultural elements (see Archer and Orr 2011 for relevant literature). This 
means that class and also status become intertwined (see Bourdieu 1984, 
1998 in the context of cultural and social capital). 

In this approach class identification is not a determining factor (Archer 
and Orr 2011), but a form of social and cultural formation. Consequently, 
contemporary class analysts embed (cultural) class identity within differ-
ent socioeconomic practices (e.g., urban regeneration) and discuss how 
in different relational settings inequality is routinely reproduced (Devine 
and Savage 2000: 194-196). In this model, class is seen as a form of 
individualized distinction (not as a collective identity). Relational com-
parisons within social settings create class statuses and shape social 
reality even if only in individualized ways (Reay 1998; Savage 2000). 
This means that class identity is created through practice – the creation 
of ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Southerton, 2002). Even if these hierarchical struc-
tures are not collectively acknowledged, self-interested actions and pref-
erences produce social inequalities (Reay, 1998: 271). 

In the context of urban development, the practice of citizens also as part 
of social activism can become a marker for individualized class identity. 
Here Veblen’s (1912) perspective is very enlightening as it highlights the 
formation of identities through consumption practices of both goods and 
leisure. While class relations based on the 19th Century division of labor 
(which Veblen described) are not the same today, the importance of sta-
tus signs and leisure in demonstrating class positions on a socio-psycho-
logical level is an important take-away from his theory and broadly used 
in cultural consumption theories (see also Bourdieu 1984). Thus, we 
argue that the new leisure class members use ‘conspicuous leisure’ (i.e., 
displaying social position by spending free time) and ‘conspicuous con-
sumption’ (i.e., displaying social position by spending money) as methods 
of class identification (Archer and Orr, 2011: 111). Consequently, cul-
tural and urban revitalization practices are not only the signs or markers 
of class, but also means by which class distinction is reproduced. Frank 
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(2005; 2012) has argued that such practices are better understood in the 
context of positional goods; consumption of such goods or leisure is often 
relational – to our peers, neighbors, social class. Thus, we argue that 
emerging urban collaborative and participatory practices create conspicu-
ous political practices: as new leisure class’s political practices garner 
often media and popular attention, various groups among this class 
engage in competitive emulation to gain better access into political pro-
cesses. In essence, political access becomes a positional good. 

This is especially interesting in the context of increasing number of ‘right-
to-the-city’ movements, living labs and do-it-yourself urban practices 
(e.g. Mayer, 2009). Due to a subtle socio-economic sorting these initia-
tives seem to draw upon a pool of active participants that have varied 
sources of social capital that helps them engage. Very simply put, volun-
teering increases among individuals that have higher educational attain-
ment, are employed and higher incomes (Carpenter and Brownill, 2008; 
Chang et al., 2011). Recursively, people with higher social capital are 
asked to volunteer and indeed volunteer more (Musick and Willson, 
2008). Consequently, governance networks tend to capture stakeholders 
with higher levels of resources, both social, cognitive (e.g., public tech-
nocrats) and economic (e.g., private corporations) (Swyngedouw, 2010). 
In a sense, participation seems to become status-based. Hence, those 
possessing more resources – also self-efficacy – play a role in directing 
the participatory actions. For many participants this is part of their leisure 
time – arguably conspicuous leisure – and in volunteerism literature this 
has been labeled as ‘serious leisure’ (Stebbins, 2013) or ‘civil leisure’ 
(Mair, 2002). This, as hinted above, encourages us to call these active 
participants in urban regeneration figuratively the ‘new leisure class.’

These self-enforcing class practices also create the basis for a more suc-
cessful and long-lasting participation in urban governance. For one, de 
Wilde et al. (2014) found that higher educated community groups in the 
Netherlands had more productive relationships with local institutions, 
while others who lacked contacts and were characterized by failing 
demands. Thus, concentration of social capital has also negative effects 
(e.g. entry barriers) to the creation of inclusive communities. There is a 
danger that in the context of market-led urban regeneration participation 
will be open for only those with enough resources (time, know-how and 
professional knowledge etc.) leading to a ‘gated democracy’ (Carpini et 
al., 2004: 321), where political access is a scarce resource and thus a 
positional good for the new leisure class. 
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2.3. State and Citizens in the New Urban Governance: A Critical Perspective

While the practitioners in the new leisure class and market stakeholders 
may be pushing for participatory and collaborative practices, it does not 
mean that the formal urban planning mechanisms are developing at the 
same pace (Innes and Booher 2010). Planners are not keen to dilute their 
technical knowledge of the process for more local knowledge (Monno and 
Khakee, 2012). The expert-rational approach is still present through the 
daily practices and education of professional planners (Boelens and de Roo, 
2014). Traditional planning mechanism are based on expert-based hierar-
chical governance models relying on representative democracy, top-down 
steering and vertical command and control mechanisms (Higdem and Hans-
sen, 2014). Here input legitimacy is drawn from everybody’s equal right to 
participate and thus, relies on a broad-based inclusion model through public 
consultations (Amin, 2005). However, this is more symbolic rather than 
real decision power as public hearings are rarely effective in facilitating two-
way dialogues; although, they can be used to build up community support 
in the development processes (Koch, 2013). The ‘insider view’ of profes-
sional urban planners gives them the power to direct participant awareness 
(Schmidt-Thomé and Mäntysalo, 2014) and the existence of different gov-
ernance models allows planners to pick and choose between models to 
assure political expediency (Davies, 2011; Carr, 2012). 

Network governance in general does not define how participation has to 
happen, meaning there are no codified roles as in the traditional represen-
tational democracy (Swyngedouw, 2005). Consequently, unequal power 
of stakeholders is hidden in the ad hoc structures bringing forth problems 
of accountability, status and legitimacy of governance models. Local gov-
ernments are rarely interested in creating counter powers of community 
initiatives (Amin, 2005; Fraisse, 2011). Public institutions have the ten-
dency to exercise strategic selectivity and support some grassroots activ-
ities, while suppressing others (Taylor, 2007). Consequently, few ‘ordi-
nary’ citizens participate in these deliberative arenas and the ones that do 
are often consolidation of sub-elites and intermediary bodies between 
government and the general public (Agger et al., 2008). While some civic 
organizations fight against instrumentalisation and functional integration 
of local initiatives by the government, many others have been socialized 
– co-opted – to implement urban social policies (Mayer, 2006; Blakeley, 
2010; Guarneros-Meza and Geddes, 2010; Davies, 2011). Thus, civic 
society organizations face the danger of oligarchization and acceptance of 
isomorphism through popular involvement in urban policy making struc-
tures (Mayer, 2006). Consequently, the pursuit of more inclusive proce-
dures can also lead to the managerial dominance and shadow-practices 
(Gualini, 2015), where at most the new leisure class has the resources to 
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engage. As such, in the afore-described growth-centered logic, there is a 
tendency towards elitist modes of decision making and technocracy open 
for manipulation in populist settings (e.g. García, 2006). Urban elites, 
including the new leisure class (depending on their interests) can ‘stage 
manage’ consensus building and predetermine outcomes (Maginn, 2007). 

Consequently, new urban governance settings are vulnerable to both 
status-based participation that is spurred on by the positional good of 
political access (influence of the new leisure class) and the growth-led 
paradigm of urban governance, which limits both the involvement of citi-
zens and the debate.   

3. Context: Central and Eastern European Cities

While somewhat similar in nature, urban development patterns and regen-
eration processes have not been the same in CEE as in Western European 
cities nor is the progress across CEE countries the same. Nevertheless, 
regeneration, revitalization or modernization are most common topics in 
accounts of post-socialist urban transformations in CEE – see recent 
reviews by Gentile et al. (2012), Sýkora  and Bouzarovski (2012) and 
Kubeš (2013). Urban development processes in CEE can be described 
through the following exogenous and endogenous dynamics:

•• Large-scale privatization process, which created the owner-occu-
pation dominance (Brade et al., 2009). This meant that, on the 
one hand, private investors had limited access to the housing 
stock, but on the other hand, the state’s ability to co-ordinate 
urban regeneration diminished.

•• De-industrialization and the growth of producer services. Industrial 
spaces had larger proportions in socialist cities compared to 
Western urban spaces. Following the collapse of the Soviet sys-
tem, deindustrialization threatened future downgrading of the 
urban landscape, but also created potential for a relatively quick 
transformation of the city – depending of course on investor 
interest.  

•• Globalization, influx of foreign direct investments and metropoliza-
tion. Capital cities in the region became the most international. 
This also increased inter-urban competition and development of 
‘entrepreneurial’ urban governance strategies (Hamilton, et al., 
2005). With the negative population trends and outmigration from 
CEE, the expansion of metropolitan areas has come at the expense 
of more peripheral cities (Turok and Mykhnenko, 2007). 

•• Neoliberal policy practices. Planning is seen as contradictory to 
the market-led change, leading to ad hoc decisions making that, 
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paradoxically, takes place within bureaucratic, physical planning 
instruments (Golubchikov et al., 2014). Thus, CEE cities have 
weak ‘politics of place’ (Sagan and Grabkowska, 2012).

•• Urban upgrading and inter-city migration patterns. Social and 
physical upgrading happened through construction of new apart-
ment blocks in the inner city, upgrading and gentrification of exist-
ing neighborhoods and the growth of suburban areas through 
family housing. This was accompanied by the producer services 
that initially moved into city centers only to relocate later to out-
of-the-city locations, into business parks and districts. From 2000s 
onward this led to a dramatic increase in commuting and put pres-
sure on the city planning system (e.g., Tammaru et al., 2009). 

In sum, the regeneration of cities in CEE can be described mainly as (for-
eign) capital- or investor-led process that has led to the uneven develop-
ment of city spaces. Such investor-led process concentrates on new 
investments and high-income groups – potentially reinforcing the new 
leisure class practices – rather than on stabilization of established socio-
economic mixes of citizens. With weak legal and planning frameworks and 
resources, these processes have remained largely un-opposed by local 
politicians seeing value in the growth-based urban vitalization. The exog-
enous environment, integration to the European and global economic sys-
tems have also induced some convergence to Western institutional and 
organizational planning forms (Tsenkova, 2014). This has been partially 
due to the EU accession process and the accompanying structural funding 
which has imposed new rules onto the planning process (Brusis 2005). 
Thus, since 2000s new and more sophisticated planning tools have been 
applied to the development of master and strategic plans (Kubeš, 2013). 
This has meant that urban policy making is becoming more open to par-
ticipation, while looking for more decisive planning and policy frameworks 
to coordinate development. However, use of structural fund has also 
meant that the planning process has become more bureaucratic. More-
over, civic society actors, who are supposed to be partners in this pro-
cess, have limited coordination capabilities and underfunding (Tosics, 
2005), thus, lead-activists tend to dominate participatory processes. Con-
sequently, in CEE cities tensions exist between the bottom-up processes 
of neighborhood improvement and urban elites, project-based/ad hoc strat-
egies for development and more long-term planning efforts, growth agen-
das and social integration and diverging views on developing strategies.

We can draw the following conclusions and propositions for further 
analysis from the literature review and CEE context discussion:

(1) In the long term, the new leisure class defines the interest and 
role of urban initiatives due to resources available to them to 
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participate. In CEE cities, where investor-led urban generation 
models dominate, such (new) social groups are relatively uncon-
tested politically, as participatory practices are more bureau-
cratic and less open.

(2) As new urban initiatives are usually against technocratic urban 
planning, in the short-term there is an ambivalent/confronta-
tional relationship between the new leisure class initiatives and 
public planners in CEE cities due to the power struggle ensuing 
between the two. However, there is also competition between 
these new initiatives that leads to conspicuous political practices 
by such groups.

(3) Public officials switch between urban governance models – 
expert-rational and procedural participatory – depending on 
interests and political expediency; thus, empowering or discred-
iting participatory processes depending on need.

(4) In the long-term we would expect that the new leisure class is 
co-opted into existing institutions, thus, changing the institu-
tions, but also depoliticizing the debate and effectively diminish-
ing the variety in participation and directing attention away from 
larger planning issues, because of conspicuous politics.

We will analyze these expectations in the following case study on Urban 
Idea from Tallinn, Estonia, which is an urban initiative specifically set up 
to facilitate information exchange and discussion practices between 
neighborhood associations, other civic society organizations and the 
municipality. This makes it a concise and delineated case to study the 
change in urban governance structures.

4. The case of the Urban Idea

4.1. Methodology

We have followed the development of the initiative and the connected 
network for more than a year (from December 2013 to February 2015). 
The case study triangulates data from various sources. The empirical 
work is based on 21 semi-structured interviews with the leaders of the 
initiative, participants within the network, stakeholders and current and 
prior city officials. This data source was supported by the analysis of 
public transcripts of Urban Idea initiative meetings, public planning docu-
ments, reports, news articles and participatory observations from devel-
opment meetings for the new spatial planning registry. 

In the first stage of the study, six semi-structured interviews were carried 
out at the end of 2013 with the heads of the initiative, experts in public 
participation (both from the third and the public sector) and two previous 
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high level officials from the city of Tallinn. The interviews were used to 
outline the history of the initiative, the network of people involved with 
the initiative, the sources of information (incl. Urban Idea working docu-
ments) and chart the inner urban governance processes of the city of 
Tallinn. In the beginning of 2014, a meeting with the Director of the City 
Office was arranged to get permission to carry out interviews with public 
officials connected to the case and wider development processes in the 
municipality. The research team was also granted access to city develop-
ment meetings for participatory observations (for these the authors rely 
on personal notes). 

In the second stage of the study (based on the information provided to 
us during the initial interviews and secondary sources made available) 15 
semi-structured interviews were carried out with both city officials and 
members of the Urban Idea. Key informants were chosen on the basis of 
their roles in the Urban Idea initiative and governance/planning process in 
the city of Tallinn. The heads of the initiative were re-interviewed to 
cover also their personal profiles and interests. All interviews were volun-
tary and permission for recording was asked prior conducting the inter-
views. All interviewees were granted anonymity to encourage them to be 
as open as possible. Interview material was later transcribed. To analyze 
the data, we used open coding to sort the interview material into themes 
and used quotations to illustrate the discussion points and main findings.

4.2. Urban development context

Tallinn is the largest city in Estonia and has over 435 245 registered inhab-
itants (1 March 2015) which is around 33% of the 1.3 million residents 
in Estonia. The city is one of the least globalized within the region – it can 
be described as ethno-linguistically binary society (Kamenik et al., 2014) 
resulting from an en masse migration of the Russian-speaking minority 
with a working class background to Estonia during the Soviet occupation. 
Currently the Russian-speaking minority constitutes around 25% of the 
Estonian population and 40% of Tallinners (Statistics Estonia, 2015). This 
is also reflected in deep ethno-linguistic divisions within Estonia in terms 
of places of residence, education system, labor market and also leisure 
activities (e.g., Lindemann and Kogan, 2013; Kamenik et al., 2014). 

Ethnic division, however, is not addressed in urban policies and the focus 
in Tallinn is on social diversity and inequality (Tammaru et al., 2014). 
Previous analyses has shown that the city has developed towards a sig-
nificant economic inequality that is accompanied by a polarization of liv-
ing areas due to on-going gentrification, residential conversion, piecemeal 
regeneration and infill developments (e.g., Marcińczak et al., 2015). This 
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results from a mass housing privatization of the 1990s ending in around 
95% of the housing owner-occupied in Estonia (Hegedüs, 2013). Due to 
a very high proportion of private ownership (Kährik and Tammaru, 2010), 
the public sector has had little experience in balancing private interests 
and the market-led logic dominates (Ruoppila, 2007; Leetmaa et al., 
2009). Consequently, also our interviews showed the disproportional 
power of developers: „The city doesn’t have money for urban planning 
and it is contracted out. Developers put together detailed city plans, 
which means that the city has lost a lot of its discretion and they don’t 
take responsibility – they just follow juridical correctness“ (civic society 
leader). The city itself acknowledges the disproportional power relations 
and their own weaker position: “the developers have a lot of power to 
put pressure on the city government: they will invest – on their terms – or 
they won’t invest at all” (city officer).

4.3. Origin of the Urban Idea and New Leisure Class Practices

The activation of citizens in the area of urban development is a relatively 
recent phenomenon: the first neighborhood associations were created in 
mid-2000s. The origin of the Urban Idea can be traced back to the cre-
ation of the network of Tallinn-based civil society organizations in 2010. 
The network incorporated over 120 organizations at its peak (incl. around 
20 neighborhood associations). The network had meetings related to 
specific problems across city areas (e.g., related to the community safe-
ty, traffic and city planning) and the overall consensus was that citizens’ 
views were not accounted for in the City Government (Linnaidee, 2014). 
There were no institutionalized channels established for citizens’ partici-
pation apart from the legal requirements to notify and consult local inhab-
itants during the formal planning processes. 

The initial idea of the network was to put together an alternative urban 
vision for the city of Tallinn. However, the main stakeholders quickly realized 
that not all volunteers had the capacity to fully engage with the implementa-
tion of the vision nor was the city open to the approach. This led to the 
creation of the Urban Idea network utilizing the know-how of the existing 
organization, Urban Lab. Urban Lab with 5-8 key individuals from in- and 
outside the lab became the leader of the Urban Idea project. The background 
of the key members in the initiative ranged from urban studies, city planning, 
architecture, political science, semiotics, law etc. All professionals in their 
field, directly engaged with the Urban Lab or volunteering for it.

The initiators tried to build up a cooperation model between neighbor-
hood associations and the city government under the umbrella of the 
Urban Idea. Thus, it can be seen as a facilitator of communication and 



13

interaction with city officials and other governmental institutions. The 
main aim was to actively influence real life decision-making and renew-
al of development plans, master and detailed plans, although openness 
and representation of local inhabitants were mentioned as well. The 
process was accompanied by advocacy trainings and seminars for 
neighborhood associations. The Urban Idea culminated with the formal-
ization of the cooperation model under the Good Cooperation Pact (this 
was meant to set specific obligations to stakeholders – both the city and 
the NGOs – regarding openness, stakeholder inclusion and formulation 
of joint standpoints (Lippus, 2014)). Although city officials were 
involved in the process of the Urban Idea, the city of Tallinn did not wish 
to formalize the participation and thus, the pact has not been formally 
accepted by the City Government. Nevertheless, 49 organizations 
signed the Pact and Urban Idea has grown the network of neighborhood 
associations (Pehk, 2014). 

Although, one of the goals of the initiative was to help the neighborhood 
associations to institutionalize, this was seen problematic due to both the 
available resources and also interest of those participating. In practice, 
the core network of the initiative did most of the work. Most enjoyed 
working with ‘similarly minded’ people. One of the volunteers described: 
“We saw how they were doing things in the Urban Lab and the Telliskivi 
Association and we made our own association, but it never kind of picked 
off. But I went to an Urban Lab event and found myself in their network, 
we clicked.” This of course enforced specific interests and vision akin to 
younger, active urban elite. The council member of the Urban Idea 
described: “While there was a circle of less and more active associations 
with different interests and motivations, the main stakeholders and vol-
unteers seemed to work with their own motivation and vision.” Some 
conspicuous leisure/politics trends were also mentioned by the partici-
pants, for example: “All the key people involved have gained a lot from 
the project. Most of us have gotten a lot of time in the media and I guess 
it helped us personally and with our professional image as well.” While 
the initiative and the professionals involved enjoyed media success, when 
it came to specific policies the issue of representation raised its head. It 
became clear that „most of the active neighborhood associations are basi-
cally concentrated around one person, who leads the effort“ (civic society 
leader). Therefore, public officials saw that associations that were repre-
sented in discussions over the city space were “younger and more edu-
cated than the average, with a lot of architects and urbanists – very 
similar in type –, those who would encounter city officials also outside of 
this building” (city official).
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4.4. The Contested Area of Representation 

Neighborhood associations like to see themselves as bridge builders 
between the local community, local organizations and the city officials. 
However, as also shown above in the context of the Urban Idea, these 
organizations tend to represent a more active, well-educated segment of 
local residents (Leetmaa et al., 2014). Thus, there were strong signs of 
an elite-clique developing in the area of urban development. Problems 
with ‘inner democracy’ have been previously acknowledged by the lead-
ers of the Urban Idea as well (Pehk and Ait, 2015). One public official 
argued:

“I don’t think that the neighborhood associations know them-
selves which social groups or community they represent. All the 
individual interests are not represented there. It’s a sensitive 
topic… /…/ With Telliskivi street renewal project we had a good 
working relationship with some of the people from the associa-
tion, but then the local people called us and asked us why are you 
talking to them – why are you not talking to us.”

Consequently, when participating in discussions, the city has asked what 
legitimacy the neighborhood associations have and who do they repre-
sent. The representational issue is partially ethnical, but it also outlines 
the socio-economic divisions in society. For example, while Estonian and 
Russian leisure – and also serious leisure – activities differ, it is partially 
dependent on the weaker socio-economic position of the minority (see 
further Tammaru et al., 2014). This is an important hindrance because 
city has been governed for the past 10 years by the Central Party whose 
main supporters are Russian-speakers. However, the neighborhood asso-
ciations, thus far, have been mostly Estonian and indeed representative 
of the new leisure class (younger, middle-class professionals with differ-
ent backgrounds). The city argues that they are waiting for “the democ-
ratization of neighborhood associations” that they would become “cross-
generational, represent people from different socio-economic back-
grounds /…/ We would like to see locals going with their request to the 
neighborhood association and them being a representative partner to us” 
(city official). 

The associations are well aware of the representation issue and the 
power of argument it gives to the City Government. Urban Idea started 
to actively look for partners from the predominantly Russian areas of the 
city – Lasnamäe – leading to the creation of the Lasnaidee (which at the 
beginning was very weakly connected to the main Urban Idea network). 
Nevertheless, associations seem not to be interested in becoming a rep-
resentative organizations of the neighborhoods: they usually focus on 
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‘active inhabitants’ in their strategy documents, putting the emphasis on 
status-based participation and fostering diversity (Pehk and Ait, 2015) or 
using the narrative “best idea should win” meaning that the origin of the 
idea is not important as long as the argument prevails. This diminishes 
the possibility that there may be conflicts between citizen interests that 
cannot be solved through consensus or the fact that citizens may have 
varying capabilities to engage in debate. 

As such, the citizen-level understanding of urban development is very 
much the face of the new leisure class in Tallinn. This can be seen in their 
areas of engagement and low interest among the Urban Idea participants 
towards social cohesion. Since the beginning of 2014 there are 22 neigh-
borhood associations in Tallinn and most of their interests concentrate 
around public space issues, transport organizations and cultural projects 
(Pehk and Ait, 2015). Only two of the former give some attention for 
social services (ibid.). One of the interviewed civic society leaders par-
ticipating in the Urban Idea explained: „People involved in these initiatives 
have quite high incomes and they don’t want to see other type of life next 
to them. /…/ Even those that feel they are open-minded are against soup 
kitchens being opened in their neighborhood.” 

4.5. The Effect on Urban Governance: Switching Between the Modes of 
Governance

On the whole, it is perceived by stakeholders that the city government 
cooperates more eagerly in fields that are ‘suitable’ for them. The city 
government of Tallinn is against any kind of formalization in the participa-
tion process: “We could accept the Good Collaboration Pact, put our 
signature on it and then we have created expectations on both sides. But 
what if it doesn’t work out? That would be damaging to both sides.” 
While legally there is a requirement to involve other stakeholders in the 
planning process, the content of these activities is dependent on the 
municipality’s good will and practices. This frustrated many participants 
of the Urban Idea: 

“The City government doesn’t know how to think in a participa-
tory system. They are hierarchically and centrally organized, and 
cannot make decisions themselves and thus, the room to act is 
limited. In rhetoric they commit to the participatory process, but 
in practice they don’t – very little is decided in these meetings.” 

If the issues under debate are confrontational, then the general consensus 
from the interviews was that the dialogue dies away quickly. On the one 
hand, the city officials argue that deliberative participatory processes are 
important to enable the city government to discover new ideas and diver-
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sify the development process. On the other hand, they see a real effect 
on their political expediency due to drawn out processes: their internal 
statistics show that if there is public (or private) interest coupled with 
protests connected to spatial plans under review, the average length of 
proceedings extends by 2 years and 4 months. Thus, the city government 
tends to define active citizen participation in the form of problems:

“Lasnamäe [a Soviet high-rise building area in the East of Tallinn 
with the concentration of Russian-speaking] is the only problem-
free region for us. There is more anonymity there and therefore, 
the region may be more obedient, less inclined for protest. Nor are 
there as many conflicts with developers or they just don’t stand 
out to us” (city official). 

Thus, we can note a tendency to de-politicize urban governance in Tal-
linn, especially from the side of the City Government: “We want the 
developers themselves to go to the people in the neighborhood and dis-
cuss things through and come to us when it is already completed. Of 
course, they can come to us earlier as well, but it will take much more 
time” (city official). Consequently, with the recent changes in the plan-
ning process, more responsibility is put on the developers and connected 
stakeholders to consult and argue amongst each other and reach a con-
sensus prior to city government involvement. However, the city of Tallinn 
and governments in general seem to neglect the variety of citizens (as we 
outlined in the new leisure class debate) who have different resources 
and possibilities for self-organizing.  

While there is still no clear division of tasks between the city and citizens, 
City Planning Department (with other topical departments regarding cul-
ture and sports) has become the main partner for the neighborhood asso-
ciations. This partnership is based on personal relationships between city 
officials and Urban Idea members. Thus, most contacts have developed 
through informal channels rather than formal interaction and by taking 
part of various citizens’ meetings and seminars. While the City Govern-
ment has played the representation issue against the neighborhood asso-
ciations, they themselves would like to include ‘constructive’ and profes-
sional –status-based – participants to the planning process: “we would 
like to include people who understand the field into our discussions” 
(public official). Thus, there is a tendency that voices of the new urban 
leisure class are interpreted as the representation of the ‘local voice’ (see 
Leetmaa et al., 2014 for the Telliskivi Association case). Yet, these 
voices tend to compete with each other for attention and access as was 
the case with some urban projects mentioned in our interviews. This is 
something the city officials want to avoid.
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5. Discussion 

The process of participatory urban development is still in its early stages 
in Tallinn and the boundaries of the new relationship are tested. If five 
years ago there was no institutionalized cooperation between the city and 
citizens in the area of planning (as self-organization of citizens was low), 
then today it has developed into a mutually, albeit informally, recognized 
cooperation, initiated by and mediated through neighborhood associations 
and facilitated through the network created in the Urban Idea project. 
Over the course of the past years both the interest and capacity of civil 
society in participating in public service delivery planning, design and 
implementation has increased. At the same time, the neighborhood asso-
ciations are not very representative of the neighborhoods and tend to 
carry the voice of the new leisure class and thus, the more civically 
active, locally connected and better-off part of society. 

Going back to the prepositions presented at the end of Section 2, we can 
see that there is a tendency of homophily taking hold in these neighbor-
hood associations with the more active and capable urban leisure class 
directing the agenda of the initiatives; they rely on personal networks and 
resources and there are no real other contenders from civil society to 
engage in planning discussions as these are dominated by investors and 
developers. This points to the fact that political access in Veblenian per-
spective is becoming a positional good. Consequently, issues of urban 
space and cultural activities take precedence over social cohesion or even 
economic development. Thus, while the city governments might be inter-
ested in more inclusive and representative neighborhood associations also 
to reach their social, economic and political goals towards increasing 
social sustainability, this has not been the goal of the initiatives under 
review. Various groups among the leisure class can be argued to view 
political access as positional good: if one group or organizations has 
access, so should they. This leads to conspicuous political participation 
process rather than substantial engagement with the city. This has given 
the city government also the needed ammunition to discount the legiti-
macy of neighborhood associations, when the need arises. This allows 
public officials to switch between urban governance models – expert-
rational and procedural participatory – depending on interests and political 
expediency as was proposed in section 2 for the developing system. 

Consequently, participatory processes have become more common in 
less political initiatives that do not bring forth a lot of debate and while 
new urban initiatives have been usually against technocratic urban plan-
ning, their capabilities and inclusion patterns seem to start to play a role 
in the former. Thus, the predicted ambivalence is more complicated than 



18

was outlined in Section 2. On the long term, the participation patterns 
can of course change and the government can become reflexive to the 
interest of the leisure class led initiatives and the latter can be co-opted 
to the existing institutional framework as was predicted in section 2. 
However, it is too early to draw substantive conclusions based on the 
case at hand. Nevertheless, we see already now trends towards the de-
politicization of debate. This raises many interesting topics for future 
research including the autonomy and independence of citizens’ self-orga-
nizing efforts and if the following can survive upscaling and institutional-
ization. 

6. Conclusions

This article argued that new urban governance settings are vulnerable to 
status-based participation which is spurred on by both the market-domi-
nate logic of urban development and new consumption-based class prac-
tices – i.e. the new leisure class. By bringing the Veblenian perspective 
to the realist class theory, we showed that there is a tendency in urban 
governance for political access to become a positional good, which is 
utilized by those with more resources. This new perspective helps to 
describe how – through competition and class practices in citizen initia-
tives – inequalities are reproduced in the urban environment even if urban 
governance processes are opened to citizens. Thus, the article brings 
forth a new theoretical avenue into researching participatory urban gov-
ernance – positional political practices.

We have illustrated this in the context of CEE countries where there are 
strong tendencies of gentrification and where new participatory urban 
governance modes are still emerging. It is important for future research 
to look into the effects of positional political practices in contexts where 
civic engagement is much more developed, thus, meaning a much higher 
level of competition. Future research in this area might also profit from 
including other factors that moderate or mediate class practices in differ-
ent urban settings. 
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Working Papers in Technology Governance and Economic Dynamics 

The Other Canon Foundation, Norway, and the Technology Governance 
program at Tallinn University of Technology (TUT), Estonia, have launched 
a new working papers series, entitled “Working Papers in Technology 
Governance and Economic Dynamics”. In the context denoted by the title 
series, it will publish original research papers, both practical and theo-
retical, both narrative and analytical, in the area denoted by such con-
cepts as uneven economic growth, techno-economic paradigms, the his-
tory and theory of economic policy, innovation strategies, and the public 
management of innovation, but also generally in the wider fields of indus-
trial policy, development, technology, institutions, finance, public policy, 
and economic and financial history and theory.

The idea is to offer a venue for quickly presenting interesting papers – 
scholarly articles, especially as preprints, lectures, essays in a form that 
may be developed further later on – in a high-quality, nicely formatted 
version, free of charge: all working papers are downloadable for free from 
http://hum.ttu.ee/tg as soon as they appear, and you may also order a 
free subscription by e-mail attachment directly from the same website.

The working papers published so far are:

1.	Erik S. Reinert, Evolutionary Economics, Classical Development 
Economics, and the History of Economic Policy: A Plea for Theoriz-
ing by Inclusion.

2.	Richard R. Nelson, Economic Development from the Perspective 
of Evolutionary Economic Theory.

3.	Erik S. Reinert, Development and Social Goals: Balancing Aid 
and Development to Prevent ‘Welfare Colonialism’.

4.	Jan Kregel and Leonardo Burlamaqui, Finance, Competition, 
Instability, and Development Microfoundations and Financial 
Scaffolding of the Economy.

5.	Erik S. Reinert, European Integration, Innovations and Uneven 
Economic Growth: Challenges and Problems of EU 2005.

6.	Leonardo Burlamaqui, How Should Competition Policies and 
Intellectual Property Issues Interact in a Globalised World? A 
Schumpeterian Perspective

7.	Paolo Crestanello and Giuseppe Tattara, Connections and Com-
petences in the Governance of the Value Chain. How Industrial 
Countries Keep their Competitive Power

8.	Sophus A. Reinert, Darwin and the Body Politic: Schäffle, 
Veblen, and the Shift of Biological Metaphor in Economics

9.	Antonio Serra, Breve Trattato / A Short Treatise (1613) 
(available only in hardcopy and by request).
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10.	 Joseph L. Love, The Latin American Contribution to Center-
Periphery Perspectives: History and Prospect

11.	 Ronald Dore, Shareholder capitalism comes to Japan
12.	 Per Högselius, Learning to Destroy. Case studies of creative 

destruction management in the new Europe
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