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constraints, socio-economic exclusion, and institutional instability persist, often limiting
the inclusiveness of these processes. While placemaking offers a more tangible and
impactful alternative to traditional participation models like youth councils, its
implementation must be accompanied by greater efforts to reach the most vulnerable
youth and to contextualize theoretical frameworks rooted in the Global North. As
cities seek to meaningfully include young people in urban transformation, placemaking
holds promise not only for better public spaces, but also for more inclusive, responsive,
and youth-centred processes to positively impact their wellbeing.
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Abstract

Urban youth-led placemaking programmes present unique challenges in Monitoring,
Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) due to the diverse socio-political and cultural contexts in
which they operate. Standardised evaluation frameworks often struggle to accommodate
these variations, making it even more complex when working across multiple countries
with distinct youth realities. This article advocates an adaptive MEL framework, drawing
on the S’Cities programme—a cross-country initiative integrating participatory methods
with robust evaluation strategies. Key lessons underscore the necessity of real-time
adaptation to local youth experiences and the importance of balancing standardised
evaluation with localised indicators, and the critical role of young people as co-creators
in MEL processes. These insights underscore the importance of a flexible yet rigorous
framework that captures the evolving nature of urban dynamics. Embedding adaptability
into MEL enables policymakers and practitioners to enhance the impact, relevance, and
responsiveness of placemaking initiatives tailored to youth engagement.
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From Local Voices to Global Impact

Introduction

Placemaking is a dynamic, participatory approach to urban development that seeks to
create inclusive, safe, and engaging public spaces. It is a multifaceted strategy for planning,
designing, and managing public spaces that leverages local resources, inspiration, and
community potential to foster urban vitality and well-being. Placemaking focuses on
transforming underutilised spaces into vibrant, functional places that encourage social
interaction and improve quality of life—emphasising “creating a place, not just a design”
(AUGE, 1995; Houghton, 2015). The term “placemaking” emerged in the 1970s among
landscape architects, urban planners, and designers to describe the process of shaping
plazas, parks, and streets into attractive, engaging spaces (Pierce, 2010).

Public spaces play a crucial role in urban development, and their absence can hinder
community life (Low, 2005). More broadly, placemaking is an economic development
strategy focused on "creating high-quality places where people want to live, work, play,
and learn" (Wyckoff, 2014). However, measuring the success of placemaking initiatives is
inherently challenging, as urban environments are shaped by evolving social, economic,
and political factors. Traditional Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL) frameworks,
often rigid and standardised, fail to capture the nuances of diverse localities. This is
particularly evident in cross-country programmes, where a one-size-fits-all evaluation
model does not account for regional variations.

Safe and Sound Cities (S°Cities) is a global initiative led by the Global Infrastructure Basel
Foundation, with support from Fondation Botnar. This initiative focuses on enhancing
urban safety and well-being for young people in secondary cities in the Global South.
Grounded in placemaking principles, S*Cities aims to transform urban spaces into vibrant,
inclusive, and secure environments that encourage community engagement and social
cohesion among youth. The programme empowers young people as key stakeholders in
urban development through participatory engagement and evidence-based policymaking.
S*Cities promotes inclusive, youth-led interventions that tackle the root causes of
insecurity in public spaces. Additionally, it serves as a platform for knowledge exchange,
promoting cross-city learning and adapting best practices to various urban contexts.

The S*Cities programme has faced several challenges in systematically collecting evidence
on change from both local and global perspectives. The significant heterogeneity among
different geographies and innovative solutions for placemaking has made the standard
MEL framework inadequate for transitioning from local evidence to global impact. To
address this issue, S’Cities developed, together with Universidad EAFIT, an adaptive
Integrated Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (iMEL) framework that emphasises
flexibility, participatory engagement, and evidence-based learning, which is being
implemented in various cities across Colombia, Indonesia, Ecuador, and the Philippines.
This article highlights the main challenges and lessons learned from the development of
this MEL framework that is recognised for its effectiveness.

The article is structured as follows: First, we discuss the necessity of adaptive MEL in
youth-led placemaking. Next, we introduce S’Cities and explore how it addresses the
challenges and opportunities of implementing MEL frameworks in cross-country settings,
highlighting the importance of context-sensitive indicators and participatory approaches.
Finally, we conclude with reflections on the future of adaptive MEL in placemaking and
provide policy recommendations for broader implementation.
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The Need for an Adaptive MEL Framework in a cross-country Youth-led
Placemaking Initiative

Cross-country programmes that involve youth-led placemaking initiatives encounter
several recurring challenges when developing effective MEL frameworks. One
fundamental challenge is navigating diverse socio-political landscapes, where governance
structures, regulatory environments, and levels of youth participation vary significantly
across different countries and cities. Placemaking itself is inherently complex, shaped by
dynamic interactions among multiple stakeholders, evolving urban conditions, and deeply
localised socio-political influences, making the development of universal evaluation tools
inherently difficult (Healey, 2007). Standard MEL approaches often struggle to fully
capture these processes' fluidity and contextual nature, especially when they privilege
pre-defined indicators over emergent, locally driven outcomes (Jacobs, 1961; Talen,
1999). As Uffer (2019) notes, evaluation frameworks applied across diverse cities risk
oversimplifying the nuanced interplay between formal governance systems, informal
youth networks, and spatial justice claims, which are central to understanding
placemaking outcomes in varying contexts.

Another persistent challenge is balancing the need for standardised evaluation methods—
essential for cross-country comparability—with the importance of localised indicators
that capture distinct cultural, social, and spatial realities. Overly rigid indicators risk
misrepresenting local dynamics, marginalising critical social processes, and inadvertently
disempowering youth and community voices in the evaluation process (Bamberger, Rao
& Woolcock, 2010). Effective cross-country MEL requires frameworks that can generate
comparative insights while remaining adaptable enough to reflect site-specific
transformations (Guijt, 2014). In addition, ensuring meaningful and sustained youth
engagement in MEL processes poses a consistent challenge. Youth capacity varies widely
across contexts, influenced by education systems, institutional supports, and cultural
norms around youth agency. In many cases, youth are still framed as passive beneficiaries
rather than co-creators of knowledge, limiting their ability to meaningfully shape both
interventions and evaluation processes (Checkoway & Gutierrez, 2006). Conventional
MEL approaches often employ top-down data collection, excluding the lived experiences
and evolving aspirations of young participants (Chambers, 1997).

While adaptive MEL frameworks are often developed in response to operational needs,
they also carry profound political and epistemic implications. In cross-country
placemaking initiatives, where youth engagement intersects with governance asymmetries
and socio-spatial exclusion, MEL is not just a measurement tool but a potential enabler of
spatial justice (Soja, 2010). Through participatory methods, adaptive MEL can redistribute
whose voices count in knowledge production about cities, challenging extractive or top-
down evaluation models that often reinforce dominant planning narratives.

Traditional MEL frameworks tend to prioritise easily quantifiable outputs, such as
participant counts or completed activities, while overlooking more subtle yet essential
transformations in social cohesion, youth agency, and spatial relationships (Patton, 201 I).
They frequently lack mechanisms to distil localised learnings into cohesive global
narratives, missing the opportunity to capture how grounded, community-led innovations
contribute to broader urban change across geographies (Pettit et al., 2019). In this sense,
adaptive MEL approaches grounded in participatory design and youth leadership function
as mechanisms of urban epistemic justice, surfacing plural understandings of space and
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change, particularly when youth and other marginalised groups co-define what is
measured, how, and why (Sandercock, 2003; Simone, 2004).

By integrating storytelling, digital documentation, and co-created indicators, participatory
MEL fosters inclusivity, enhances the legitimacy of findings, and supports youth capacity
development in ways that move beyond instrumental evaluation. As Cousins and
Whitmore (1998) and Torre and Fine (2006) show, this model of MEL becomes a
political and pedagogical tool, enhancing relevance and ownership. Feminist urbanism
adds another critical layer. Kern (2020) and Sanchez de Madariaga (2013) emphasise that
public spaces are experienced differently across gender, age, and care responsibilities. An
adaptive MEL system that incorporates tools such as participatory mapping, affective
indicators, or visual storytelling can reveal differentiated experiences of space, especially
when informed by the perspectives of girls, young women, and LGBTQ+ youth.

Understanding MEL through these theoretical lenses not only helps improve programmes
but also contributes to democratising the urban development process itself. Grounding
MEL in critical youth studies (Cahill, 2007) repositions young people as co-producers of
urban knowledge and policy, thereby repositioning them as co-producers of urban
knowledge and policy. The co-creative nature of the S’Cities iMEL framework, where
youth participate in designing indicators, interpreting results, and generating feedback,
reflects a broader turn toward participatory governance and transformative urbanism.

S’Cities Adaptive iMEL Framework

The S*Cities adaptive iMEL framework integrates research-based, action-oriented, and
youth-participatory approaches into a cohesive system designed to assess programme
impacts and guide adaptive action. This framework draws from established theories of
change and evaluation literature, blending conventional intervention evaluation
techniques—such as counterfactual analysis and theory-based evaluation—with
Participatory Action Research (PAR) methods, which centre local and youth voices in
both data collection and interpretation (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Cousins & Whitmore,
1998). Grounded in systems thinking and adaptive learning principles, the S*Cities
framework recognises the dynamic interaction between young people, socio-political
structures and evolving urban conditions (Patton, 201 I; Guijt, 2014). It is therefore
designed to respond to diverse contexts and types of projects in different contexts.

The framework’s adaptability is crucial for comparing interventions while respecting local
specificities. In Ecuador and Indonesia, interventions have focused more on redefining
public spaces through physical interventions led by young people with the support of
public actors, while in Naga (Philippines), interventions have been more technological and
related to the use of Al to prevent illegal parking in public areas and emergency posts for
security. In Colombia, interventions have been very varied, ranging from the re-
signification of public spaces to the consolidation of inter-institutional and inter-sectoral
thematic working groups on human rights. These diverse approaches required iMEL to
adapt to both infrastructure-oriented and governance-oriented interventions, ensuring
that the framework could compare results across cities while respecting local
specificities.
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By combining structured impact assessments with community-driven inquiry, the
framework captures both measurable programme outcomes and emergent social, spatial,
and governance transformations that youth placemaking efforts generate (Torre & Fine,
2006). This hybrid approach enhances the rigour of impact measurement and fosters
youth ownership of MEL activities, strengthens local capacity, and promotes the
continuous co-creation of knowledge between youth, communities, and programme
implementers (Checkoway & Gutierrez, 2006). The following figure illustrates the
framework’s core components and adaptive cycle, highlighting the integration of
participatory processes, contextual adaptability, and causal inference strategies into a
unified MEL system.
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Figure |: S’Cities iMEL Framework (2023).
Source: Authors own elaboration.

Built on systems thinking, the S’Cities iMEL Framework consists of three interconnected
components that collectively guide the MEL process throughout the programme lifecycle
with participatory action research, context-based indicators, and youth engagement at
the core. The concentric layers represent the integration of youth and local urban
actors’ voices in the MEL process, evidence-based approaches, and technology-enabled
tools.

The first component, monitoring, systematically tracks programme progress based on
each city’s local theory of change (ToC) aligned with the programme’s global theory of
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change. This ToC is developed in collaboration with local stakeholders and local
implementers, ensuring that the logic model reflects local priorities, contextual
complexities, and visions for change driven by young people and city actors. This
monitoring component provides real-time information on implementation to identify
emerging challenges and make timely adjustments to improve the programme's
responsiveness and effectiveness (Aquilino et al., 2019). This monitoring approach takes
urban complexity into account by incorporating three key principles: real-time learning,
through regular feedback loops that support continuous adaptation to evolving urban
conditions (Patton, 201 I); context-sensitive evaluation, through the development of
customised indicators that capture local social, spatial and cultural realities, rather than
relying solely on standardised metrics (Sandercock, 2003); and iterative strategy
adjustments, which ensure that evaluation results are directly reflected in adaptive
programming, allowing for mid-course corrections and incorporating community
knowledge into the design of ongoing programmes (Bryson, 2018).

In the S’Cities model, the joint design of the adaptive MEL framework has been based on
participatory processes in all S*Cities cities. For example, in Envigado (Colombia), young
participants jointly created indicators to assess the safety of urban environments through
a series of workshops combining storytelling, mapping and collective sense-making,
where local government actors and community leaders joined these sessions to validate
the relevance of the measures and discuss how the data could serve as a basis for
decision-making at the municipal level. In Bandung (Indonesia), the process incorporated
video diaries made by young people as the main source of data, which were then
analysed jointly with municipal planners to interpret the results and integrate them into
the redesign of an abandoned park within the city.

The second component, learning, is the adaptive core of S*Cities' iMEL framework,
ensuring that monitoring and evaluation are not static reporting exercises, but dynamic
processes of reflection and change. This component emphasises the creation of
structured opportunities for young people, local actors and programme partners to
collectively reflect on the results achieved and lessons learned, and to create solutions
that respond to constantly evolving urban realities.

In practice, learning moments are integrated into all phases of the project. For example,
global learning workshops are held annually where programme actors collectively reflect
on the challenges faced, the solutions that worked, what we learned and how we can
turn those learnings into improvement actions. In addition to these spaces at the local
level, implementing partners also develop spaces for reflection and learning. For example,
in Naga (Philippines), iterative learning sessions were held between innovation cycles to
integrate feedback from young people and academics on Al-based security solutions and
refine their design before scaling them up. Similarly, the S*Cities Global Learning
Network has enabled horizontal exchange between partner cities. This peer-to-peer
learning approach allows knowledge generated in one context—such as youth-led
governance approaches in Envigado or participatory mapping tools in Bandung—to serve
as a basis for practices in other cities in the network, thereby strengthening the collective
empirical base and trust in the evaluation process (Guba and Lincoln, 1989).

The final component, impact evaluation, serves as an ex-post process, focusing on
measuring and explaining the causal pathways between programme interventions and
observed outcomes, with particular attention to understanding both intended and
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unintended effects (White, 2010). Impact Evaluation supports evidence-informed
policymaking by comparing actual results against the programme’s initial objectives. It
ensures that lessons learned are actively translated into future programme and policy
design, reinforcing accountability and continuous learning loops (Stern et al., 2012). The
impact is not a static outcome, but a long-term process shaped by the evolving
contributions of youth and local communities. In S*Cities, we have actively explored
innovative methods to ensure youth are placed at the centre of this impact pathway. We
recognise that building youth leadership capacity and embedding youth agency into every
stage of the MEL process helps sustain long-term change. Through this experience, we
have learned that thinking beyond conventional evaluation approaches and actively
listening to youth voices is the most effective way to identify and nurture the seeds of
impact.

Each component within the S*Cities iMEL Framework places significant demands on the
processes of data collection, analysis, and synthesis. Effective MEL requires the capacity
to gather diverse forms of data, process them efficiently, and analyse them meaningfully
to generate actionable insights. In the context of a participatory approach, the types of
data collected are as varied and complex as the social, cultural, and spatial dynamics they
aim to capture — ranging from youth-generated content and community narratives to
quantitative indicators and thematic evaluations. As part of its adaptive MEL model,
S*Cities developed EMMA, a technology-based solution designed to enhance the
programme’s learning cycle by enabling real-time data integration, cross-country
knowledge exchange, and responsive decision-making. EMMA functions as a Generative
Al-powered knowledge management system, built to process, analyse, and disseminate
both quantitative and qualitative data collected across diverse urban and social contexts
where S*Cities operates. By combining machine learning capabilities with semantic search
and natural language processing, EMMA facilitates on-demand access to localised
evidence, supports comparative analysis across programme sites, and fosters adaptive
learning processes that are essential for navigating the complex, evolving environments of
youth-led placemaking initiatives.

In addition to serving as an interactive chatbot, EMMA’s infrastructure incorporates real-
time data analytics, customizable query functions, and language translation tools, ensuring
wider accessibility for both local and global stakeholders. EMMA enhances the creative
and adaptive dimensions of MEL by integrating participatory data collection (e.g., youth-
generated content) with innovative features such as generative artificial intelligence and
augmented reality tools, which help visualise both programme impacts and youth-led
solutions in urban spaces. However, the risks and ethical issues involved in using Al to
process sensitive data such as videos and personal testimonies are recognised. To
address this, the iMEL framework includes an Ethical Youth Participation Policy that
prioritises data security and privacy through methods such as manual data cleaning,
anonymisation and the removal of sensitive identifiers for subsequent analysis with
EMMA. These safeguards ensure that the voices of young people and local communities
are preserved in the knowledge base, promoting transparency throughout the data
collection, processing, and analysis cycle.
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Conclusions

The iMEL S*Cities framework has been a continuous learning journey, evolving through
hands-on experience, trial and error, and ongoing reflection. As with any innovative
process, we encountered challenges and made mistakes, but each misstep became an
opportunity for deeper learning and refinement. If we were to launch a new Youth-Led
Placemaking in Cross-Country Programmes initiative today, several key lessons would
guide its development and shape its MEL approach:

e There is no one-size-fits-all solution — Understanding the unique capacities,
needs, and contextual realities of each community, stakeholder group, and youth
population is essential. Co-designing MEL processes in partnership with local
actors, especially young people, ensures that evaluation frameworks are not only
culturally and contextually relevant, but also foster local trust in the process.

e Youth populations think and act beyond conventional boundaries — Youth-led
innovation often emerges from creative, informal, and non-linear processes that
do not fit neatly into traditional evaluation frameworks. To capture the full
spectrum of youth-driven approaches, MEL tools, and theoretical frameworks
must evolve, becoming more adaptive, flexible, and responsive to the fluid and
creative nature of youth placemaking efforts.

e Technology is a key enabler — Generative Al, augmented reality, and
participatory digital platforms offer unprecedented opportunities to bridge the
gap between localized, youth-led innovation and the need for cross-country
comparability and global learning. These tools can enhance data collection,
facilitate real-time learning, and support comparative analysis, ensuring local
insights contribute to a broader, globally connected knowledge base on youth-led
placemaking.

While the adaptive MEL framework presented here offers multiple advantages for
meaningful MEL at the local and global levels, several risks and limitations should be
considered. Participatory MEL processes are not immune to power asymmetries,
especially when conducted remotely, and ensuring that all youth voices are valued equally
requires continuous reflexivity and facilitation to adjust, when necessary, as well as
consolidated work with local links. Additionally, the use of digital tools and Al-based
elements also raises ethical questions and highlights the persistence of digital divides that
can limit inclusivity, for example, in rural contexts or those with unstable connectivity.
To address these challenges, programmes must ensure minimum capacities that enable
young people and relevant stakeholders to participate in the design of indicators and
instruments, as well as in data collection and processing, supported by clear ethical
guidelines and the use of hybrid approaches that combine low- and high-tech solutions to
minimise barriers to participation.

Effective programmes must embed mechanisms for continuous reflection, real-time
adaptation, and open dialogue at every stage, allowing MEL processes to evolve
organically alongside shifting social, political, and spatial dynamics. In cross-country
initiatives, the value of peer learning and horizontal exchange cannot be overstated—
creating structured opportunities for youth participants, city partners, and practitioners
to share experiences, co-analyse challenges, and co-create innovative solutions enriches
both local learning processes and the broader programmatic knowledge base. These
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collaborative, cross-context learning pathways enhance not only the quality and
relevance of evaluation data but also contribute to a growing global body of knowledge
on youth-led placemaking, helping future programmes draw on real-world lessons to
better navigate the complex realities of urban transformation driven by young people.
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Urban and Youth Transformations in Envigado

programme connects youth leaders with each other and with other stakeholders to
promote learning and the co-creation of systemic solutions. Additionally, it supports the
development of collaborative strategies for advocacy and mobilisation, contributing to
the construction of a more peaceful, democratic, and regenerative society.

Fundacion Mi Sangre (2022) Comunicacion interna [Internal communication].

Figure 2. Agudelo, M (2022) Closure SCities Envigado |.

Throughout the project's implementation, three cohorts have been conducted,
impacting over 90 young people and promoting the execution of 47 pilot initiatives, of
which 12 have been scaled and strengthened. The training of participants was based on
Otto Scharmer’s U Theory and was carried out in |6 structured sessions across three
key phases: observation, presence, and co-creation.

In order to analyse the programme's impact, three dimensions of analysis have been
established to provide a better understanding of the outcomes of the S*Cities process:
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I. Individual Level: Focuses on capacity-building and skill development among
individuals engaged in a change process. In the context of youth participation,
this involves strengthening competencies such as critical thinking, decision-
making, assertive communication, and leadership. This level examines how
individuals construct their identities as agents of transformation and how they
develop autonomy to influence their environment. It also considers psychosocial
factors that impact empowerment, such as self-confidence, motivation, and a
sense of belonging.

2. Relational Level: Examines interaction dynamics among stakeholders involved in
social processes, emphasising the formation of networks and the establishment
of strategic alliances. At this level, collaboration among individuals, organisations,
and communities facilitates access to resources and opportunities, enabling the
consolidation of change initiatives.?

3. Structural Level: Explores changes in structures, regulations, and participation
mechanisms that influence social transformation. This level not only considers
the concrete initiatives implemented but also analyses their impact on public
policies, projects, and institutional practices. It examines how innovations can be
institutionalized and scaled to ensure long-term impact.

The criteria and indicators used to assess the project's impact include the number of
change initiatives developed, the level of influence within communities, political
advocacy actions, the activation of partnership ecosystems, and the transformation of
exclusionary and violent narratives within the municipality.

3. Case Study Results Based on the Three Levels of Analysis

The programme has enabled an analysis of the transformations experienced by young
people in their capacity development and consolidation as leaders in public space
management and transformation. A key indicator at this level is the increase in youth
participation in public decision-making spaces, such as Municipal Youth Councils (CM))
and youth platforms, demonstrating greater involvement in governance and the
formulation of proposals aimed at security and social cohesion.

3.1. Individual Level

As noted by Blejmar, Nirenberg, and Perrone (1998), “leadership is not a univocal
concept and has undergone transformations over time, becoming linked to ideologies of
various kinds and orientations” (p. 3). Historically, a range of leadership models have
been identified—charismatic, managerial, servant, transformative, among others. In the
current context, and closely aligned with the notion of transformative leadership,
Fundacion Mi Sangre has sought to develop and promote a form of leadership that is
both conscious and weaving (consciente y tejedor)—a strategy designed to enhance key
skills among young people, enabling them to play an active role in the transformation of

3 Change initiatives are understood as social projects created and implemented by young people within
the framework of the project.
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their territories. This approach has strengthened competencies for public advocacy,
community participation, and the sustainability of urban interventions.

According to Fundacién Mi Sangre’s strategic planning processes:

We train conscious leaders to act from a deep connection with themselves, others, and
their environment, with high ethical standards and transparency in decision-making. We
also train networked leaders who weave together ideas, sectors, and resources,
fostering collaboration among diverse individuals and teams, managing conflicts with
empathy, and leveraging diversity as a source of innovation and systemic solutions.

Fundacion Mi Sangre (2024) Comunicacion interna [Internal communication].

During the implementation of the S’Cities programme, young participants demonstrated
an 85.69% improvement in their leadership skills.* Key competencies developed under
this level and within the project's framework include:

e Analytical Thinking and Problem-Solving: Participants strengthened their ability to
analyse their surroundings, identify public space-related issues, and propose viable,
context-specific solutions. As they developed their change initiatives, they
conducted context analyses to identify challenges requiring attention within the
municipality. Consequently, initiatives emerged that focussed on gender-based
violence, stigmatisation and discrimination of young people, low youth participation
in decision-making spaces, urban planning, appropriation, and use of public spaces,
among others.

e Communication and Mediation: Participants developed individual and collective
communication skills that improved their ability to interact with private,
governmental, and community stakeholders, facilitating dialogue and consensus-
building in participatory settings. According to the Adaptive Systems Model (2022)°,
young people initially expressed distrust toward the local government and
perceived institutional collaboration as distant. However, through the enhancement
of their communication skills and active participation in advocacy spaces, they
successfully established alliances with various municipal departments, such as the
Secretariat of Environment, the Directorate of Childhood, Adolescence and Youth,
and the Secretariat of Culture, among others.

e Building Individual Confidence in Leadership: A transversal aspect of youth training
has been fostering confidence, both in their abilities and in their influence within
participatory spaces. The process has demonstrated how participants have learned
to recognise their potential as transformation agents, developing greater autonomy
in decision-making and managing community initiatives.

Their testimonies reflect significant changes in leadership perception and their role
within the community. The programme experience has enabled individuals who were

* Source: Fundacién Mi Sangre, 2024. "Comparative analysis of the Pre and Post survey among
participants of the S*CITY project.”
* Understood as the project’s guideline.
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initially hesitant to engage in public participation or did not see themselves as
transformative leaders to now take an active role in building safer and more inclusive
environments. Numerous stories have emerged that have transformed and shaped the
S*Cities programme in Envigado. We invite readers to learn more about the process at:
https://s2city.fundacionmisangre.org/.

3.2. Relational Level

This level focussed on interaction dynamics, the consolidation of youth networks, the
generation of strategic alliances, and the evolution of trust as a central element for
collaboration among stakeholders. A key finding was the significant change in the
relationship between young people and local institutions, evidenced by the shift from
initial distrust to collaborative engagement with the Municipal Administration in the
design and execution of initiatives.

Figure 3. Gonzalez, S (2023) Connecting with others.

This process allowed participants not only to be recognised as legitimate actors in
public space transformation but also to position themselves as strategic interlocutors in
management, advocacy, and territorial transformation.

e Strengthening and Expanding Collaboration Networks: A crucial aspect of this
process has been young people’s ability to create and strengthen collaboration
networks with strategic actors, including local government, the community, and the
private sector. Through dialogue spaces and experience-sharing, alliances and co-
construction processes were promoted, facilitating the implementation of change
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initiatives. Two primary dynamics were identified: first, trust-building between
young people and communities, collectives, and organizations involved in
implementing initiatives; second, overcoming the barrier of distrust toward
institutions or local government. These dynamics enabled initiatives, such as “More
than Pikes,” created by a young leader in the municipality, to be integrated with
local government agencies, such as the Secretariat of Mobility and the Institute of
Sports and Recreation of Envigado (INDER). During the pilot phase, this initiative
impacted 55 athletes and, in its strengthening phase, reached 120 athletes,
benefiting a total of |2 sports teams directly and over 1,000 people indirectly.

b

Figure 4. Agudelo, M (2022) Expanding Collaboration Networks.

e Resource Management for Sustainability: Another significant aspect in strengthening
youth networks has been the development of strategies to access funding and
ensure the sustainability of initiatives. According to Fundacién Mi Sangre’s capacity-
strengthening measurement system, young people's ability to “formulate, execute,
monitor, and evaluate initiatives, along with structuring budgets and managing
resources rationally and consciously,” was enhanced by 88% (Fundacién Mi Sangre,
2025. Internal Communication) Various methods were identified that participants
used to structure and formalize their projects, including:

o Establishing alliances with public and private entities to obtain resources. An
example of this is the "Galeria a Pie" initiative, which has secured partnerships
with private actors such as Sura and McDonald's, as well as public sector

¢ The following section will provide a detailed presentation of the initiatives.
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entities, including the Secretariat of Culture and the Directorate of
Childhood, Adolescence, and Youth of the municipality. These alliances have
facilitated financial and in-kind resource management, ensuring the continuity
and sustainability of the initiative. According to the internal measurement
system, a total of 81 partnerships were established with actors from public,
private, and social sectors during the project’s execution.

Figure 5. Source: own elaboration, 2024.
From let to right: Governmental, Business, Cooperators, Social, Academic,
Communitarian, Educational.

o Training in project formulation and strategic planning has strengthened various
initiatives. Notable cases include “Barrios Vivos” and “Si Paz,” which
developed strategies for forming associations and creating portfolios of
products and services, enhancing both their social and commercial reach.
These training sessions were conducted with the support of Comfama, a
renowned entity in the business and social sectors in Colombia.

o Participation in specific funding opportunities and grant programmes has driven the
development of youth initiatives. For example, “La Vida y el Ruido” received
the IF Design 2023 Award, an international recognition highlighting its impact
on education and the promotion of attentive listening. Similarly, the initiative
“Veo Veo” won in the Creative Industries category of the Capital Semilla:
Sustainable Enterprises competition, organised by the Metropolitan Area,
emphasising and supporting the sustainability potential of this venture in the
territory.

The findings and contributions made by young people regarding new ways of reclaiming,
inhabiting, and transforming public spaces—as well as reconfiguring dynamics of safety
and coexistence—resonate with the argument put forward by Ramirez-Varela (2019),
who states that local and community spaces become arenas in which young people
exercise their agency as subjects engaged in identity construction. This construction
takes place through their own forms of participation, grounded in a situated reading of
reality and in the life projects they choose to pursue collectively.

3.3. Structural Level
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At this level of analysis, the transformations achieved through the programme are
examined, highlighting innovations that have allowed youth participation to transcend
the individual and become integrated into local governance dynamics. According to
Fundacion Mi Sangre’s internal measurement system, youth capacity to “influence
decision-making, position causes, and promote a culture of peace through awareness
strategies, participation in public policies, and the generation of regulatory changes”
increased by 84.46% (Fundacion Mi Sangre, 2024. Internal Communication).
Additionally, mechanisms were identified that facilitated their participation and
promoted their involvement in public decision-making.

e Direct Influence in the Public Sphere: One of the most significant results was the
creation of the Municipal Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law Board,
established as a formal space for youth participation through Decree 0000679 of
December 6, 2022. This decree states that the Board “aims to contribute and
provide agile solutions to the city's problems, calling for concrete and effective
actions in human rights matters.” This initiative represents a step towards
integrating youth voices into the development of solutions for municipal issues,
recognising their capacity to influence public affairs.

X
5P

Figure 6. Gonzalez, S (2024) Campaign: “No se lo dé a cualquiera” (Don't give it to just anyone.)

e Innovations in Public Space Management: The programme also supported and
promoted innovative strategies led by young people that redefined the use of public
space and strengthened its role as a space for coexistence and citizenship-building.
Some of these innovations included:

o Processes for the Recovery and Appropriation of Spaces: Utilizing collective design
methodologies ensured that interventions responded to local needs and
dynamics. A notable case is the reopening of “Parque de las llusiones” in
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Envigado, an action led by programme participants and the youth initiative
“Hablalo.” This initiative mobilized the community to dialogue and organise,
successfully capturing local government attention on closed public parks that
had become insecurity hotspots. This demonstrated that through a collective
civic effort, public spaces can be reclaimed for communal enjoyment.
Furthermore, the initiative is currently involved in advocacy efforts within the
municipality’s Territorial Planning Scheme (POT).

Figure 7. Pérez, | (2024) Galeria a pie (Gallery on foot) initiative.

Using Art, Culture, and Sports as Tools for Transformation: Several initiatives
incorporated artistic, and sports expressions as means to foster a sense of
belonging, social cohesion, and violence prevention. Notable examples include
"Galeria a Pie" and "Flow and Bars," which activated public spaces in the
municipality through graffiti, artistic murals, parkour exhibitions, basketball
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competitions, and urban art fairs. These efforts aimed to create healthier,
safer, and more habitable spaces for young people in the community.

However, as Jara (1999, p. 5) argues, the regulation of public space by the State often
fails to acknowledge the legitimacy of emerging youth practices. By determining what is
considered public and prescribing its appropriate uses, institutional frameworks tend to
marginalise or even criminalise non-traditional expressions—especially those rooted in
youth subcultures. This tension highlights the structural challenges that young people
face when attempting to transform their territories through alternative cultural, artistic,
or athletic practices. In this context, initiatives such as More than Pikes illustrate how
youth-led actions can subvert dominant narratives, gaining institutional recognition for
forms of urban expression that were previously stigmatised as disruptive or unsafe.

The analysis of this dimension demonstrates that when youth participation is integrated
with formal advocacy mechanisms and collaborative management strategies, it can
transcend symbolic gestures and become an integral part of local governance structures.
The inclusion of young people in institutional decision-making spaces, alongside the
implementation of participatory methodologies in public space management, has
facilitated the creation of intervention models that align with territorial dynamics.

These models not only ensure the sustainability of the initiatives developed but also
promote the replicability of strategies in other contexts, contributing to the
transformation of urban spaces into more participatory, democratic, and safe
environments.

4. Summary of the levels of analysis
4.1. Innovations: Implemented Initiatives

Within the framework of the programme, various initiatives have been developed to
address social, cultural, and environmental challenges identified in Envigado. Each
project has been designed to promote active community participation, especially among
young people, and to foster the transformation of public spaces and social dynamics.
Below are some of the implemented projects:

I. VEO VEO LAB

The disconnection between urban dynamics and rural areas has obscured the
importance of ecosystems, rural culture, and the vital relationship between nature
and communities. VEO VEO LAB emerges as an initiative aimed at bridging this gap
by strengthening and integrating proposals focussed on the care, conservation, and
protection of rural land, natural resources, wildlife, and archaeological heritage.
Through educational and participatory processes, the initiative fosters a deeper
understanding of rural issues and promotes collective actions that reconnect citizens
with their territory and natural environment.
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Figure 7. Source: own elaboration, 2025

2. FLOW & BARS

In Envigado, traditional sports facilities do not accommodate emerging urban sports
expressions linked to youth culture. Flow & Bars was created to promote disciplines such
as parkour, calisthenics, and other alternative sports, advocating for their recognition as
tools that strengthen protective factors for young people. The initiative fosters the
appropriation of sports spaces, diversifying their use and promoting active and healthy
lifestyles where sports serve as a channel for social cohesion and transformation.

3. POR AHi DERECHO

Street sexual harassment has been normalized in Envigado, perpetuating a form of
violence that primarily affects women and young people. Por Ahi Derecho seeks to
challenge this normalization through community awareness processes that highlight
harassment as a violation of rights and promote social rejection of these practices.
The initiative works to foster a cultural shift that encourages reporting, empathy, and
respect in public spaces, contributing to the creation of safer and more dignified
environments for all.
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Figure 8. Agudelo, C (2022) Veo Veo Lab initiative.

4. MUNICIPAL HUMAN RIGHTS BOARD

Floating populations—such as migrants, homeless individuals, and informal workers—
face the invisibilization of their rights and a lack of knowledge about support
pathways. The Municipal Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law Board
has been consolidated as a space for dialogue and coordination, aiming to
acknowledge these issues by promoting the direct participation of these populations
in identifying their needs and co-creating solutions. The initiative builds bridges
between the community and institutions, fostering more inclusive and human rights-
oriented responses.
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Figure 9. Agudelo, C (2022) Flow & Bars initiative

5.Si PAZ

School violence, expressed through bullying and hate speech, threatens coexistence
in educational institutions in Envigado. Si Paz proposes a restorative approach that
addresses these problems by understanding the root causes of conflict and repairing
relationships among students. The initiative promotes dialogue, empathy, and mutual
recognition, seeking to transform schools into safer spaces where differences
become opportunities for collective growth rather than sources of violence.

6. MORE THAN PIKES

The practise of motorcycle acrobatics, when performed without safety measures,
poses significant risks to both practitioners and pedestrians in public spaces. More
Than Pikes reimagines this practise as an alternative sport, advocating for its
development in controlled and legal conditions. The initiative promotes the creation
of designated spaces for safe practise, fostering a culture of responsible and inclusive
road use while increasing awareness of collective safety. Additionally, it seeks
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institutional recognition of these youth expressions as part of the municipality's
cultural diversity.

Figure 10. Agudelo, C (2022) Municipal Human Rights Board initiative

7. TEJIENDO HISTORIAS

The lack of public space appropriation has deepened the disconnect between
generations in Envigado. Tejiendo Historias promotes the recovery of these spaces
through tactical urbanism strategies that bring together young people and older
adults in the co-creation of more habitable and safe environments. The initiative not
only physically transforms spaces but also strengthens community bonds, encouraging
intergenerational knowledge exchange and fostering a more connected and resilient
social fabric.

8. LAVIDAY EL RUIDO

Noise pollution, often normalized in urban areas, affects social coexistence and well-
being. La Vida y el Ruido (Life and Noise) aims to raise youth awareness about the
impact of noise on community quality of life. Through pedagogical and cultural
activities, the initiative encourages reflection on sound coexistence and promotes
practices that help reduce noise levels, fostering a more harmonious environment for
community development.

9. BARRIOS VIVOS

In zones 03, 06, and 07 of Envigado, the lack of adequate public spaces limits
opportunities for socialization and recreation for children, youth, and older adults.
Barrios Vivos (Living Neighbourhoods) promotes the recovery of two public spaces

132 | The Journal of Public Space, 10(1), 2025 | ISSN 2206-9658
City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat



Maria D. Moreno Alvarez

selected in collaboration with the community, transforming them into areas that
foster social interaction and recreation. The initiative engages citizens in the design
and management of these spaces, strengthening the sense of belonging and
revitalising neighbourhood life.

Figure | 1. Gonzalez, S (2023) More than Pikes initiative.

10. GALERIA A PIE

Urban art, often stigmatized, finds a platform for public space transformation through
Galeria a Pie (Gallery on foot). This initiative promotes artistic interventions that
redefine walls and streets, showcasing local talent and creating spaces where the
community can connect with art and urban culture. By doing so, it challenges stigmas
and fosters a deeper appreciation of street art as a legitimate and valuable expression
of youth identity.

1. HABLALO

The low incidence of youth participation in public management, combined with
apathy toward civic culture, has limited their ability to influence local decision-
making. Hablalo (Talk About It) promotes the creation of intergenerational and
intersectoral dialogue spaces, where young people not only express their
perspectives but also develop leadership and civic engagement skills. The initiative
encourages the exchange of viewpoints, strengthening their role as active agents in
community transformation.
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Figure 12. Agudelo, C (2022) Hablalo initiative.

Conclusions and Lessons Learned

The implementation of S*Cities in Envigado has demonstrated that youth-led urban
transformation is dynamic, ongoing, and, above all, deeply relational. The sustainability
and scalability of youth initiatives have emerged as central pillars, revealing that the
continuity of these actions cannot depend solely on initial project resources. Training in
conscious and collaborative leadership provided young participants with strategic tools
to manage alliances and diversify funding sources, enabling the progressive autonomy of
their initiatives.

One of the most revealing lessons lies in the transformation of relationships between
young people and public and private institutions. While initial distrust posed a significant
barrier, assertive communication and mediation strategies helped reverse this dynamic.
The experience demonstrated that trust is not a prerequisite, but a process built
through tangible results and continuous dialogue. The active participation of municipal
agencies confirmed that effective collaboration is only possible when sustained spaces
for dialogue and mutual accountability are created.

From a leadership perspective, the implementation of Theory U strengthened key
competencies such as conflict management, network-building, and social innovation.
This type of leadership, characterised by collaboration and community engagement,
facilitated the collective appropriation of public spaces. The recovery of these
environments went beyond physical infrastructure, becoming a symbol of young
people's ability to redefine their territory and strengthen social cohesion.

Trust emerged as both a transversal theme and a result in itself. In Envigado, Colombia,
where trust was successfully consolidated between young people and local institutions,
significant progress was observed in the co-creation of public policies and in the
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inclusion of youth as strategic actors. Conversely, in areas where distrust persisted,
initiatives faced greater obstacles in becoming established, highlighting that trust is both
a means and an end in social transformation processes.

The implemented advocacy strategies—characterised by their innovative approaches,
ranging from artistic interventions to digital activism—proved to be effective
mechanisms for amplifying youth demands and mobilising the community. These
unconventional approaches successfully shifted narratives and opened dialogue spaces
with decision-makers, demonstrating youth capacity to drive change not only in physical
spaces but also in local symbolic and political dynamics.

The impact of conscious and networked leadership on Envigado’s urban transformation
is reflected in the diversification of youth initiatives and their growing influence in
decision-making spaces. Participants trained under this approach not only integrated
their voices into formal governance processes but also promoted tangible changes in
the management and use of public spaces. The creation of the Municipal Human Rights
Board and the activation of the Youth House as a strategic 'Hub' are emblematic
examples of how youth leadership has reconfigured territorial dynamics.

The case of Envigado provides valuable insights for urban youth governance models. The
consolidation of youth participation spaces, alongside influence in urban planning, serves
as a replicable model for other urban contexts. However, replication requires adapting
methodologies to specific territorial realities and prioritising, without compromise, the
construction of trust among key stakeholders.

Ultimately, the S*Cities experience reaffirms that trust is not merely a facilitating
condition for the process but its most powerful and transformative outcome. The ability
to turn distrust into effective collaboration—among youth, the community, the private
sector, and local government—is what enables the consolidation of sustainable,
legitimate, and, most importantly, replicable change processes. Trust, therefore,
emerges not only as the foundation of youth-led urban transformation but also as its
greatest legacy.
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Figure 13. Agudelo, C (2024) Global Convening.
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Abstract

Youth wellbeing and development are strongly influenced by the physical environment
and its conditions; thus, it is essential to examine the relationship between young people
and public space. This case study analyses youth wellbeing in Cuenca and Ambato
through perception surveys and a comparison with official dashboard data on urban
wellbeing. The findings reveal discrepancies between young people’s perceptions of
public space and official data. These differences weaken their connection to the city and
reduce public space usage, ultimately affecting their wellbeing. The study also presents
the experience of these cities using placemaking as a tool to bridge this gap and improve
youth engagement with urban spaces.
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Between Perception and Reality

Young people’s wellbeing in public space

The relationship between young people and public space is a complex field of study
involving multiple social, psychological, and urban dimensions. Recent research has
pointed out that the wellbeing of the youth population is closely linked to the
characteristics and conditions of the spaces they inhabit (Aramburu, 2008; Blum et al.,
2022; Cardona Rodriguez et al., 2013; Cordero-Vinueza et al., 2023; Daly et al., 2024;
Forero et al., 2022).

According to the relational wellbeing (RWB) theory, wellbeing is shaped by the social
contexts and relationships individuals are embedded in (White & Jha, 2023). This
approach consists of material (having enough), relational (being connected) and
subjective (feeling good) dimensions that are interdependent and change according to
personal, societal, and environmental drivers, contrasting with Global North
frameworks that focus primarily on individual achievement and material conditions
(White, 2017).

We frame this study by considering young people’s own definitions of wellbeing,
drawing on Woolcock and Steele’s (2008) research, which identified three key
components based on youth perspectives: (1) belonging, referring to a positive sense of
self and social recognition; (2) agency, or the ability to engage in activities
independently; and (3) safety and security.

Accordingly, socio-spatial factors influencing youth wellbeing include access to basic
services, opportunities for active and independent mobility, safety and security, social
connectedness, and urban and environmental qualities - such as green spaces, diverse
activities, and spaces for peer interaction. A key concept in this regard is affordances,
which refer to the physical, spatial, or social features that enable specific behaviours and
interactions within an environment, such as play, rest, gathering, or creative expression
(Broberg et al., 2013; Cordero-Vinueza et al., 2023). These elements are crucial for

youth development, as they support exploration, autonomy, and self-expression
(McEvoy-Levy, 2012).

For young people, urban spaces are not neutral; they are socially constructed and
imbued with meaning, affecting how individuals form identities and relationships (Skelton
& Gough, 2013; Low, 2023). As Abramo (2005) points out, Latin American youth
create and redefine urban spaces through cultural practices such as skateboarding,
graffiti, and music, thereby exercising their right to the city and claiming their own
forms of participation and belonging. This appropriation of space is not homogeneous:
social class, gender, ethnicity, and territory deeply influence young people's ability to
access, move through, and express themselves in public space, while also shaping their
understandings of wellbeing.

Moreover, factors like sprawl, traffic, unsafety, and parental overprotection lead to
restricting mobility licenses for youth conditioning their agency (Cordero-Vinueza et al.,
2023).

Although some cities provide extensive coverage of basic services and affordances,
limited mobility can confine young people to what Broberg et al. (2013) describe as a
glasshouse condition, where external opportunities exist but remain inaccessible to
them, restricting their ability to engage in activities independently.
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Finally, safety is not solely determined by the objective conditions of the physical
environment. The perception of safety is shaped by subjective factors such as personal
history, traumatic experiences, or childhood neglect (Daly et al., 2024)—as well as
broader collective narratives that significantly influence how young people evaluate and
engage with public space. Additionally, perceptions of safety, affect the level of
freedom parents grant their children to navigate urban spaces (Gillespie, 2013; Kytta et
al., 2014).

Understanding the interplay between these factors is essential for creating urban
environments that support young people's wellbeing. Beyond objective conditions, the
ways in which youth perceive and experience public space critically shape their
interactions with the city.

By addressing both the physical and social dimensions, this paper sheds light on the
relationship between youth wellbeing and public space in intermediate cities,
contributing to bridging urban studies with youth development and wellbeing,
emphasizing their profound and reciprocal relationship.

Cuenca and Ambato: Methodology and current situation in the public space

In this paper, we analyse both objective and subjective data on the socio-spatial factors
influencing young people's wellbeing in the cities of Cuenca (ages |15-24) and Ambato
(ages 15-29), both intermediate cities in Ecuador part of the Safe & Sound Cities
program.

The Safe and Sound Cities program (S*Cities) is a global initiative that seeks to
transform cities into safer and more youth-friendly spaces. In Ecuador, S*Cities focuses
on empowering youth leadership and participation in building safer and more sustainable
urban environments through placemaking. The program is led globally by the Global
Infrastructure Basel Foundation and organized by Swiss Philanthropy. These cities were
chosen for this study, as they had available objective and subjective data on youth
wellbeing.

According to data from the 2022 Population and Housing Census conducted by the
National Institute of Statistics and Census (INEC), Ambato has a population of 370,664
inhabitants, 52% of whom live in urban areas. Of these, 93,391 are young people
between 15 and 29 years of age, representing 25.2% of the canton's population, with
50.2% female and 49.8% male (INEC, 2025a). Cuenca has a total population of 596,101
people, with 60.64% residing in urban areas. Among them, 105.180 are young people
aged |5 and 24, accounting for17,64% of the population with 49,47% female and 50,56%
male (INEC, 2025a). The difference in age ranges used to define youth is due to varying
criteria: Ambato follows the definition established by Ecuadorian legislation, while
Cuenca uses the definition adopted by the Safe & Sound Cities (S*Cities) program.

Our research methodology follows a triangulation approach, integrating quantitative and
qualitative data. We collected youth safety perception surveys conducted in 2023 as
part of the Safe and Sound Cities (S°C) program in Cuenca (1,545 surveys) and Ambato
(1,558 surveys), alongside official data from open dashboards of national institutions,
including the National Institute of Statistics and Census (INEC), the Ministry of Public

The Journal of Public Space, 10(1), 2025 | ISSN 2206-9658 | 139
City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat



Between Perception and Reality

Health (MSP), the Ministry of the Interior, and the Attorney General’s Office.
Additionally, micro-narratives from local youth provided deeper insight into their
subjective perceptions.

The surveys are statistically representative, with a 95% confidence level. Sampling
considered gender, age groups (under and over |8), and included diverse
neighbourhoods to ensure geographic and demographic balance and capture the socio-
spatial diversity. It was designed to offer a holistic understanding of the factors affecting
young people's safety and wellbeing. It included questions on the material, subjective,
and relational wellbeing, as well as perceptions of public space—covering aspects such
as mobility systems, green areas, affordances, and overall use of urban spaces. The
responses were then compared with official governmental data.

Finally, through field research, we collected data in the public space, on placemaking
initiatives to identify potential indicators suggesting that these interventions can enhance
safety perceptions and strengthen the relationship between young people and urban
spaces. Each intervention was assessed using a mixed-methods approach, including pre-
and post-intervention surveys, semi-structured interviews with youth participants,
direct observation of activities in the public space and a collection of micro-narratives of
users. This allowed for a comprehensive understanding of changes in safety perception,
subjective wellbeing, and patterns of space use.

Findings
Safety: Between perception and reality

While the surveys covered a broad range of questions to capture insights into young
people's safety and wellbeing.

We compare three key areas that are essential for understanding the main challenges
they face in the city: (1) Perceptions of safety issues, (2) Personal experiences of harm
or danger, and (3) Leading causes of death.

When asked: What do you think are the main problems experienced by young people
in the city? - respondents in Ambato and Cuenca highlighted similar concerns. The three
most frequently mentioned issues were robberies in public spaces (69% in Ambato,
41.5% in Cuenca), armed crime (30% in Ambato, 12.5% in Cuenca), and sexual
harassment in public spaces (21% in Ambato, |1% in Cuenca) (S*Cities, 2023a; SCities,
2023b).

However, when asked about personal experiences—particularly whether they had faced
an event in the past 12 months that affected their wellbeing—many participants shared
significant challenges. The most common incidents in Ambato were sexual harassment
in public spaces (37%), traffic accidents (27%), and theft in public spaces (25%) (S*Cities,
2023a). In Cuenca, 47% of respondents reported being affected by mental health issues
such as anxiety, depression, or stress, while 18% mentioned sexual harassment in public
spaces, and 16% reported robberies in public spaces. Additionally, 14% of young people
in Cuenca reported being involved in a traffic accident in the past year (S’Cities, 2023b).

Notably, while robberies (violent attacks) and theft (non-violent incidents) were initially
considered separate experiences, combining both categories reveals that 60% of young
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people in Ambato and 32% in Cuenca have been affected by robbery or theft.
Furthermore, a significant number of respondents also reported being impacted by
natural disasters—20% in Ambato and 15% in Cuenca. However, when asked which
lived experience had most affected their wellbeing, stress and depression were ranked
first by a significant margin (S*Cities, 2023a; S*Cities, 2023b).

It is important to note that while natural disasters were frequently reported as personal
experiences, they were not initially mentioned as perceived safety concerns. Similarly,
car accidents were rarely cited as a perceived risk, despite their significant impact.

An analysis of the leading causes of death among young people (ages 15-29) in 2022
shows that in Ambato, traffic accidents were the primary cause, accounting for 54% of
deaths, while in Cuenca, they were the second leading cause at 40%. Suicide was the
second leading cause in Ambato (24%) and the first in Cuenca (52%). The third leading
cause varied by city: gun violence in Ambato (12%) and violent attacks in Cuenca (4%)
(INEC, 2025b) (S*Cities, 2023a; S*Cities, 2023b). Young people in both cities report that
a lack of safety negatively impacts their quality of life, with 61% in Ambato and 46% in
Cuenca expressing this concern. However, their second most pressing issue differs: in
Ambato, it is the lack of employment (S*Cities, 2023a), while in Cuenca, it is the
perceived low quality of public spaces (S*Cities, 2023b). This contrast highlights a
significant difference in the factors that young people consider essential for their
wellbeing according to their context.

Official indicators of reported crime show rates of 3 and 2.28 crimes per 1,000
inhabitants in Azuay (Cuenca) and Tungurahua (Ambato) respectively, considered low
compared to the average in Ecuador 4.6 crimes per 1000 inhabitants (FGE, 2025).
However, the perception surveys reveal that the perception of safety in both cities is
low and that personal experiences also show a significant number of young people
affected.

Young people are not only affected by their own perceptions of safety in public space
but also by how others perceive them. Frequently viewed as threatening due to their
age, they are often stereotyped as engaging in delinquent or unhealthy behaviours
(Owens, 2002; Owens, 2020; McEvoy-Levy, 2012). As a result, urban environments are
frequently designed to minimise or exclude youth presence and activities (Owens,
2002). This may help explain why over 25% of surveyed youth in Cuenca and 41% in
Ambato reported feeling discriminated against because of their age.

Moreover, gender plays an important role in safety and safety perception. For instance,
young women are significantly more affected by harassment than men, while man are
more often victims of traffic accidents and gun violence. This gender difference also
affects the way and frequency in which men and women use the public space. Less
young women report to visit public spaces alone compared to young men and men are
more often un public spaces with friends, while women are accompanied by relatives
(S’Cities, 2023a; S*Cities, 2023b).

As Caldeira (2013) argues, fear in urban settings is not only the result of crime statistics
but also of broader narratives and social experiences that shape how space is perceived
and used. This aligns with our findings in Cuenca and Ambato, where youth report high
levels of perceived insecurity despite relatively low official crime rates. Moreover,
similar to the new urban practices observed in Sao Paulo, placemaking initiatives in
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Ecuador show how young people can actively reconfigure public spaces, challenging
traditional forms of exclusion and fostering emotional wellbeing.

Mobility

In Ambato, 46% of people use public transportation, but 90% of young people report
feeling unsafe while using it. This feeling of insecurity is more pronounced among
women (92%) compared to men (88%). Additionally, 73% of young people feel unsafe
walking, while only 10% feel unsafe using a private car. This suggests that young people
tend to associate safety primarily with crimes like robbery or harassment, rather than
considering traffic accidents, which are the leading cause of death and one of the most
common incidents affecting young people according to the survey (S*Cities, 2023a).

In Cuenca, a high percentage of young people also report feeling unsafe on public roads:
43% feel unsafe walking, and 38% feel unsafe using public transport (S°Cities, 2023b).
However, the perception of safety differs between modes of transportation, with 53%
feeling safe on the tram compared to 39% on the bus. Despite these concerns, 38% of
young people use public transport for their daily routes, 21% walk, and 35% use private
cars. While women use public transport more frequently (44% vs 33%), they report a
higher exposure to harassment, highlighting the importance of considering gender when
analysing young people’s experiences in public spaces.

Mental Health

It is known that in Cuenca and Ambato, 71% and 72% of young people, respectively,
reported having experienced stress, anxiety or depression in 2023, with a higher
prevalence in females (81%) than in males (60%) (S*Cities, 2023a; S*Cities, 2023b).
These figures are worrying, considering that the WHO has recognised mental health as
one of the priority challenges for youth (WHO, 2023) and official statistics on mental
health reflect alarming rates of suicide (INEC, 2025b).

However, in Ambato, the most common ways in which young people have dealt with
these situations are through artistic and sporting activities (48%), support from friends
(35%) and family (31%) (S*C-Ambato, 2025). In Cuenca, it is similar through artistic,
sporting and cultural activities (36%), followed by help with friends (21%), family (19%).
(S*C-Cuenca, 2024), many of these activities happen in the public space. Moreover,
young people also report feeling better at parks and green areas, which they report as
their favourite space to spend time, followed by home. The main activities that young
people do in their free time are playing games or sports, eating or drinking, meeting
friends and walking. However, 30% more man play sports than women, which also
suggest that not all spaces are welcoming for everyone.

Basic Services

Census data indicates that basic services and public transport coverage exceed 90% in
both cities (INEC, 2025a). However, young people perceive parks, streets, and public
transport as unsafe environments. In Ambato, 81% of young people feel unsafe in parks
and squares, and 90% feel unsafe on public transport (S*C-Ambato, 2024). In Cuenca,
43% feel unsafe walking, and 38% feel unsafe on public transport (S?*C-Cuenca, 2024).
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This disparity highlights that the mere availability of infrastructure does not guarantee
that spaces are perceived as safe or adequate for youth socialization. Interestingly,
young people still report parks and green areas as their favourite places to spend time,
suggesting that safety is not always the main factor in ensuring wellbeing. Instead, young
people value the activities that are available in that space for them.

Placemaking as an alternative for youth-centred urban planning

Considering that wellbeing is affected by the physical environment, but also its uses and
perception, placemaking is presented as a key tool for improving young people's
wellbeing by encouraging their active participation in the creation and transformation of
public spaces (Chawla, L. & van Vliet—, 2020).

Research by Ploner and Jones (2019) examines the relationship between placemaking,
culture, and local identity, highlighting its role in shaping young people’s sense of
belonging and self-perception. Their study indicates that placemaking initiatives can
contribute to social cohesion and perceptions of safety, particularly in urban areas
where young people often have limited involvement in planning and regeneration
processes. Additionally, Gal (2017) discusses the role of youth participation in decision-
making regarding their environment, emphasizing its association with social and
emotional development by fostering a sense of agency and engagement in local
processes.

In this context of emotional discomfort and perceptions of insecurity, placemaking is
presented as a potential tool to directly and positively impact the emotional wellbeing
and mental health of youth by also shaping their agency and independence (Daly et al.,
2024; Chawla, L. & van Vliet—, 2020).

Youth-led placemaking initiatives were implemented in Cuenca and Ambato in the Safe
and Sound Cities programme. From the data collected in the interventions of Bibliorio,
Arteria (initiatives led by young people aged 15-24 in Cuenca), Renovarte and Espacio
Sano y Seguro (ESS) (initiatives led by young people aged 15-29 in Ambato), it is possible
to observe a clear improvement in the perception of safety in public space and the
subjective wellbeing of young people.

Bibliorio — a youth initiative carried out on the banks of the Yanuncay river in Cuenca,
involving reading, recreation, and artistic activities (See Graphic |)- not only generated a
significant increase in the perception of safety - from 72% to 90% - but also fostered
spaces for positive socialisation, collective learning and community bonding (S*Cities,
2024c). The young people who participated reported developing social skills, increased
knowledge on placemaking, their stay in the space increased despite unfavourable
weather conditions, and participants reported a 35% positive impact on their subjective
wellbeing (S*Cities, 2024b). This experience suggests that the combination of nature,
culture and active participation can counteract stress and foster emotional wellbeing,

aligning with existing literature on green spaces as a resource for mental health (Forero
et al.,, 2022).

Similarly, Arteria - an urban intervention in Cuenca that transformed a grey and unsafe
corridor into a green, pedestrian-friendly space connected to the city’s mobility system
(See Graphic 2)- encouraged active mobility and reduced risks associated with minor
traffic accidents. Prior to the intervention, 95% of users reported feeling unsafe in the
area. Following implementation, 75% indicated feeling safer, and 99% expressed greater
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comfort walking through the corridor (S*Cities, 2024c). The project not only revitalised
the physical environment but also fostered conditions for social interaction and
community ownership—both critical for strengthening belonging and perceived safety.
Whereas young people previously avoided or rushed through the space, they now
linger to socialise, rest, play, or eat. Additionally, bicycle use in the area increased by
10% (S*Cities, 2024c). These findings are consistent with previous studies highlighting
the importance of contact with green spaces and quality infrastructure on youth mental
health (Jansson, Sundevall & Wales, 2016; WHO, 2023).

Similarly, the experiences in Ambato—particularly through the Renovarte and ESS
initiatives—demonstrate the potential of placemaking to counteract the stigmatisation
and social abandonment of urban spaces. Renovarte transformed a formerly neglected
area associated with criminality into a vibrant, co-created environment through urban
art and cultural activities (see Graph 3). This process enabled young people and the
broader community to express emotions, foster belonging, and actively reshape their
surroundings (S’Cities, 2024b). Perceptions of safety in the space rose markedly from
8% before the intervention to 82% afterwards; among women, this increase was even
more dramatic, rising from 0% to 86% (S*Cities, 2024a). Additionally, pedestrian activity
among women has grown significantly, and the space is now more frequently used by
neighbours and youth for social gatherings—indicating a strengthening of the
neighbourhood’s social fabric. In the case of ESS (Espacio Sano y Seguro / Safe and
Healthy Space) -a cultural and sports- based activation aimed at reducing alcohol
consumption and promoting positive youth engagement in public space (See Graphic 4)
— the intervention significantly reduced alcohol consumption, while perceived safety
increased from 75% to 94%, reaching 100% during organised events. Many young
participants indicated that this was their first time actively engaging with public space, as
previous recreational options were limited to alcohol consumption. The initiative not
only introduced alternative forms of leisure through cultural and artistic activities but
also fostered a sense of ownership among youth, who have begun proposing their own
initiatives to reconnect with and reshape their urban environment (S*Cities, 2024b).

Figure |. Cuenca S*Cities. Comparative before and after photograph Bibliorio.
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Figure 4. Ambato S’Cities. Comparative before and after photograph ESS

Finally, young people reveal important impacts in their wellbeing due to participating in
the placemaking process or in the volunteer programs to activate the spaces.
Participants and volunteers report 96.2% noting a boost in self-esteem, over 75%
reporting enhanced responsibility and independence, and nearly 80% stating it helped
them make new friends (Safe & Sound Cities, 2024).
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Figure 5. Cuenca & Ambato S*Cities Community. Young people reimagining and reclaiming urban space
through cultural and social activation.

Discussion

Considering the relational nature of wellbeing, the findings reveal a significant disparity
between young people’s subjective perceptions and objective indicators of material
wellbeing. This is evident in the high levels of perceived insecurity, despite relatively low
official crime rates, and the fact that traffic accidents—although statistically the leading
cause of harm among youth—are not widely recognised by participants as a priority for
urban intervention or a risk to their safety.

This gap between perception and objective data has implications for all three
dimensions of youth wellbeing: safety, agency, and belonging. Perceived insecurity can
restrict young people's mobility and autonomy, limiting their capacity to participate in
everyday urban life and reducing opportunities for social interaction, community
integration, and belonging. Ultimately, the underuse of public spaces—driven by
prevailing narratives of danger—can contribute to environments that are, in practice,
less safe, due to the absence of eyes on the street, diminished trust, and weakened
social cohesion.

Although safety concerns may deter youth from frequenting public spaces, they still
identify parks, green areas, and communal environments as their preferred places—
despite not always feeling secure. This highlights the critical need to design public spaces
that enable exploration, social interaction, and autonomy, which are essential for young
people’s wellbeing, even in contexts where crime persists as a possibility.

146 | The Journal of Public Space, 10(1), 2025 | ISSN 2206-9658
City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat



Viviana A. Cordero-Vinueza et al.

The city is unsafe

1 don't leave my
house

Figure 6. The unsafe city cycle (Authors, 2025).

Notably, mental health issues such as stress, anxiety, and depression emerged as urgent
concerns, especially considering the high suicide rates in both cities. Many young
participants cited cultural and sports activities as key strategies for coping with these
challenges. Therefore, ensuring access to public spaces that offer affordances for
recreation, connection, and emotional expression—and enabling youth to reach these
spaces independently—stands out as a policy priority in efforts to promote youth
wellbeing.

The findings suggest that placemaking presents a valuable approach for wellbeing. The
process includes them in activities that allow them to explore the public space helping
to reduce feelings of insecurity and gaining confidence to move independently.
Moreover, it empowers them as agents of change which improves their agency, but also
their sense of belonging, as they feel a part of the community. Finally, the findings
showed the increase of safety in the placemaking initiatives led by youth. By involving
young people in the co-design and transformation of public spaces, placemaking, showed
improved material, relational and subjective factors of youth wellbeing.

Limitations

While the use of program-generated data may introduce certain biases, this was
mitigated through a disaggregated analysis of micro-narratives, pre- and post-
evaluations, and supplementary materials rather than relying exclusively on consolidated
reports. A further critical consideration is the limited depth in capturing participants’
own conceptualizations of wellbeing — a crucial avenue for future research, particularly
given the cultural, territorial, and socio-economic diversity of youth. Exploring youth
wellbeing in urban contexts through Global South perspectives, such as Sumak Kawsay,
can offer context-sensitive insights that enrich and challenge dominant frameworks.

Conclusion

This study offers a valuable contribution to the underexplored intersection of youth,
urban planning, and wellbeing in the Global South. The study reveals socio-spatial
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factors that influence youths’ wellbeing, but it exposes a notable gap between subjective
perceptions and objective indicators—suggesting that narratives and lived experiences
play a crucial role in shaping the use and meaning of public space. This underscores the
need to address both physical and social dimensions in urban planning. By drawing on
empirical evidence from placemaking initiatives, it advances current understanding of
how urban environments shape young people's experiences and how co-creation tools
such as placemaking can include youth in shaping public spaces that ultimately will have
an impact on young people’s wellbeing.
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Abstract

The Safe and Sound Cities (S*Cities) Programme is a global initiative aimed at improving
the safety and well-being of young people in urban environments. Through collaboration
with local governments, institutions, the private sector, community actors, and youth,
S*Cities adopts a systems-wide approach to creating safer, more inclusive cities.

Phase | of the programme (2021-2024) was implemented in six cities across Colombia,
Ecuador, Indonesia, and the Philippines, catalysing 28 youth-led initiatives, addressing
each city’s unique challenges and opportunities, and empowering young people to
contribute to the transformation of their urban environments.

Communication has been integral to the programme's success, playing a critical role in
amplifying its innovative approaches, tangible impact, and transformative potential.
Locally, creative communication strategies have engaged young people and mobilized
support from decision-makers and communities, facilitating the implementation of on-
ground initiatives. Globally, strategic communication has attracted funding, built trust,
and forged partnerships, enabling the programme’s expansion to new cities and
amplifying its impact.
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Building Momentum for Youth-Driven Public Space Programmes

Background of the S*Cities Programme

The Safe and Sound Cities (S*Cities) Programme is a global initiative designed to
improve the safety and well-being of young people in urban environments. Targeting
youth aged |5 to 24, the programme empowers them to engage meaningfully in ideating
and implementing solutions to address safety and inclusivity challenges.

Phase | of the programme, spanning three years (2021-2024), was implemented in six
cities across Colombia, Ecuador, Indonesia, and the Philippines engaging a total of 10,397
young people (GIB Foundation, 2025). Led by the Global Infrastructure Basel Foundation,
the programme fosters collaboration among local governments, institutions, the private
sector, community actors, and young people, adopting a systems-wide approach that
influences key factors such as policy, practice, resource flows, relationships and
connections, power dynamics, and mental models—all aimed at creating safer urban
environments for and by young people. Communication has played a pivotal role in
advancing these goals by aligning diverse partners with the broader theory of change,
amplifying the programme’s innovative approaches to systems change, its tangible impact,
and its transformative potential to foster safer and more inclusive cities.

The programme’s communication strategy focuses on (l) developing a consistent brand
and narrative, (2) adopting creative approaches to youth engagement, (3) amplifying
authentic youth voices, (4) creating evidence-based communication to support
knowledge sharing, fundraising, and policy advocacy, and (5) leveraging youth-led digital
storytelling. Through these efforts, the programme has secured both local and global
support while building momentum around its vision. Most importantly, it has
empowered young people by providing platforms to share their experiences, learn from
one another, and engage meaningfully with communities, decision-makers, and global
audiences, cultivating a collaborative and inspiring network for youth-driven urban
transformation.

How Communication is Organised within S*Cities

Communication has been integral to the programme's design, playing a critical role in
building momentum for youth-driven approaches to revitalising public spaces and
creating safer, more inclusive urban environments for young people at both local and
global levels.

At the local level, communication efforts have been pivotal in engaging young people in
creative ways, generating enthusiasm about the programme’s potential to improve
urban safety. These efforts have also mobilised support from decision-makers and
communities, facilitating the implementation of on-ground initiatives that provide
platforms for meaningful youth engagement. Additionally, communication has been
instrumental in rallying local private sector institutions, think tanks, and NGOs to
advance knowledge and drive action on youth safety issues.

At the global level, communication has played a key role in creating recognition and
awareness of the S’Cities programme among diverse stakeholders. It has supported the
programme’s expansion to multiple cities by attracting funding and forging strategic
partnerships. The overarching goals of global communications include amplifying youth
voices in the discourse on urban safety and planning and showcasing the unique
contributions of the S’Cities programme in strengthening the capacities of young people
and public actors to drive and sustain change toward just, inclusive, and safe cities.
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Lessons from Phase |I: Communication Strategies for Impact and Scale
S*Cities aims to achieve impact at scale by institutionalising and sustaining the
momentum of youth-driven initiatives in programme cities beyond the programme's
duration, while also extending its influence globally through knowledge sharing and
advocacy. In this context, communication is not merely a supporting function but a vital
enabler of success. It plays a crucial role in articulating the programme’s vision, building
trust with local communities, driving action among diverse stakeholders, and inspiring
partnerships at a global level. Furthermore, it ensures that the programme’s lessons and
achievements are disseminated widely, shaping policies and practices in urban
development.

The first phase of S’Cities has provided valuable insights into how strategic
communication can effectively support these objectives. Five key strategies have
emerged as instrumental in driving success:

I. Developing a Consistent Brand and Narrative for the Programme
For a programme of this scale, spanning multiple cities and geographies, consistent
branding, visuals, and narratives have been pivotal in building a strong global
identity. From its inception, the programme prioritized youth involvement, even in
the design of its brand and identity. The programme’s name, Safe and Sound Cities
(S’Cities), was suggested by Mohamed Abulfadl, a 16-year-old from Egypt, through
an international competition for young people. The programme logo and branding
were collaboratively developed with feedback from partners to reflect the
programme’s core values of youthfulness, inclusivity and collaboration. Key
messages such as ‘co-creation,’” ‘meaningful youth engagement,” and ‘youth-driven
action’ have been consistently emphasised across platforms and publications. A
unified branding guideline was also shared with cities and partners to establish a
recognisable identity and ensure consistency in communication across channels.
This approach allowed cities to present themselves as part of a larger global
initiative while maintaining local relevance. For instance, partners in Colombia
creatively adapted the branding by playing on the term “S*City” as “es tu city,”
meaning “it's your city” in Spanish. This adaptation reinforced the programme’s
message of inclusivity and connection to local contexts.

Safe & Safe &
32{.%2‘ Sound Sound
Cities Naga Cuenca

Figure |. The Official Programme Logo and its Adaptable Branding for Partner Cities

2. Adopting Creative Approaches to Engagement
Since young people are the primary stakeholders of the S’Cities programme, the
programme adopts creative strategies to enrich communications and convey
messages in a creative and understandable way that resonates with young people.
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At the local level, partners employed innovative methods to engage youth and build
awareness about the programme’s potential to improve urban safety. For instance, in
Envigado, Fundacion Mi Sangre used the “Theatre of Presence”, a role-playing activity

that encouraged young participants to view social issues through the perspectives of
diverse stakeholders. This method, grounded in subjective system observation, enabled
youth fellows to empathise with different societal roles, fostering a deeper
understanding of the systems influencing urban safety.

Figure 2. Theatre of Presence, a role play exercise used in Envigado, Colombia to inspire young people to
understand the perspectives of diverse stakeholders. Image credit: Fundacion Mi Sangre

Data collection and visualisation also played a significant role in the programme’s
engagement strategy. In Bandung, participatory mapping was used as a powerful tool to
present safety issues visually, creating an engaging and universally understandable
medium of communication. Similarly, in Envigado, a “Map of Actors” was developed to
identify synergies between the proposals of young people and the interests of other
stakeholders, such as government bodies, NGOs, and private sector actors. These
visual tools became instrumental in developing a shared understanding among diverse
stakeholders and promoting collaboration on urban safety solutions.

Other innovative engagement tools included Huasipichanga’s “Reverse Periscope”, an
approach used in Cuenca and Ambato to encourage stakeholders to view urban
challenges from a child’s perspective. This unique methodology brought fresh insights
and new perspectives to urban planning and design.
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Figure 3. Revere Periscope, a creative communication tool to bring attention to urban design challenges
from a child’s perspective. Image credit: Huasipichanga

At the global level, the programme leveraged Virtual Reality (VR) technology to facilitate
a global convening of partners and stakeholders. This immersive digital environment
enabled dynamic discussions, cross-regional learning, and multi-sectoral collaboration.
Local partners were also given the opportunity to design virtual booths, showcasing
their work, youth-led initiatives, and the impact of the programme within their cities.
Creative communication has been instrumental in bridging gaps between communities,
governments, and organisations, enabling them to collectively address urban challenges.
These efforts have strengthened the programme’s ability to drive meaningful change in
urban environments, making cities safer, more inclusive, and more youth centred.

3. Amplifying Authentic Youth Voices

One of the core principles of the S*Cities programme’s communication strategy has
been to centre and amplify authentic youth voices across its knowledge creation and
outreach efforts. This approach recognises young people not just as beneficiaries but as
active contributors and changemakers, capable of driving meaningful urban
transformation.

The programme’s website features blogs authored by youth participants, providing them
with a platform to share their insights and reflections in their own words. These first-
hand accounts bring unique perspectives to urban challenges and inspire other young
people to take action. Social media campaigns have also been a powerful tool for
spotlighting youth voices, featuring their ideas, initiatives, and successes. These
campaigns have extended the reach of youth narratives to diverse audiences, creating
awareness and building support for youth-driven urban change.
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Figure 4 and 5. S*Cities Global Convening in Virtual Reality
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Global events like the World Urban Forum (WUF12) in Cairo, Egypt, have been pivotal
in amplifying youth voices on an international stage. Fourteen young leaders from six
programme cities took centre stage to share personal stories and insights from their
experiences leading initiatives in their communities. These young changemakers engaged
directly with global leaders, government officials, experts, and fellow youth,
strengthening their networks and garnering support for their vision of safer, more
inclusive, and sustainable cities.

Figure 6. Young People from S’Cities take the stage at the WUF 12 in Cairo.

This intentional centring of youth voices empowers young participants and redefines
traditional narratives in urban development. It positions youth as indispensable
stakeholders in shaping just, inclusive, and sustainable urban environments,
demonstrating their potential to lead transformative change.

4. Creating Evidence-Based Communication for Fundraising and Policy Advocacy

The S’Cities programme integrates a robust integrated monitoring, evaluation, and
learning (iMEL) component to generate insights and assess its impact. A critical function
of strategic communication within the programme has been to translate this wealth of
data into compelling materials designed for diverse audiences.

For instance, the Impact Report provides a comprehensive analysis of how the
programme has enhanced urban safety and youth engagement from 2021 to 2023. It
highlights achievements and lessons learned while showcasing youth initiatives in an
accessible and engaging format. Another notable outcome is the Policy Brief:
Empowering Young People to Build Alliances with Urban Actors to Create Safer Cities,
which offers evidence-based recommendations to empower young people in forming
partnerships with urban stakeholders to create safer cities. It presents case studies and
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insights that emphasise the significance of youth participation in decision-making, the
adoption of contextualised approaches to urban safety, and the importance of
strengthening collaborations between young people and other urban actors.

In addition to these key publications, the programme contributed more broadly to
policy discourse around youth-focused urban development through 499 learning events
and publications during Phase |(GIB Foundation, 2025).

By translating complex data into actionable insights, these evidence-driven knowledge
and communication products effectively showcase the programme's value to
stakeholders and decision-makers. They serve as powerful tools to inspire investment,
align with policy priorities, and drive progress toward the programme’s overarching goal
of fostering safer, more inclusive, and youth-centred urban environments.

5. Leveraging Digital Storytelling

Young people, as active users of digital technology, are uniquely positioned to harness
digital tools for storytelling. The S*Cities programme leverages this potential by
integrating multimedia elements like videos, graphics, and audio into its storytelling
efforts. Through engaging social media content, the programme fosters knowledge-
sharing, sparks imagination, and inspires action. Its vibrant online presence—featuring
youth voices, knowledge resources, and programme insights—has cultivated an engaged
community across platforms like Instagram, Facebook, and LinkedIn.

r~
v

Figure 7. Digital media training for young people in Envigado. Image credit: Fundacion Mi Sangre
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Figure 8. The S*Cities social media channels serve as dynamic platforms for sharing programme insights
and amplifying youth voices.

Safe &
Sound

Youth participants are actively using social media to build awareness and support for
their initiatives, with several youth-led projects like Bibliorio (Cuenca), Kami Ruang
Ketiga (Bandung), RenovArte (Ambato), More than Pikes (Envigado), among others,
establishing their own independent presence. The programme further utilises
multimedia tools, such as videos and podcasts, to demonstrate impact, foster
communities of like-minded individuals, and facilitate the exchange of ideas and
expressions through virtual networks. The programme had built a strong community of
over |,600 engaged followers across its digital platforms. This dynamic digital
engagement continues to amplify the programme’s reach and influence.

Conclusion

Communication has played a pivotal role in the S*Cities programme, translating
objectives, insights, and learnings into compelling narratives that have elevated the
programme’s global visibility. It has not only increased awareness but also unlocked new
opportunities for partnerships and funding, while successfully amplifying youth voices on
local and international platforms.

As the programme evolves, the next phase presents a powerful opportunity to deepen
youth engagement—not just as participants, but as co-creators of knowledge,
communication, and decision-making processes. Lessons from global youth-centred
initiatives demonstrate the transformative potential of digital media in this regard.
Programmes like UNICEF’s U-Report empower young people to shape policy through
real-time feedback tools; Youth Ki Awaaz in India fosters youth-driven storytelling for
social change; the NETYOUTH Erasmus Project bridges communication between young
Europeans and local authorities using digital platforms.

These examples reflect a growing global movement where young people are not only
digital natives but also digital leaders, using media to shape conversations, strengthen
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communities, and spark action. Building on this momentum, S*Cities can further position
communication as a tool for youth empowerment, collective impact, and inclusive urban
transformation.
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Abstract

This viewpoint reflects on the development and evolution of the Safe and Sound Cities
(S*Cities) programme, a global programme initiated and funded by Fondation Botnar and
implemented in partnership with diverse stakeholders to foster safer, youth-centred
urban environments. Initiated in 2020, the programme emerged from the recognition that
youth, safety, and cities are intricately linked, yet often addressed through fragmented or
traditional paradigms. This paper traces the early conceptualization process—beginning
with a two-day learning workshop that integrated insights from academia and field
practice—and describes how this informed a system-thinking approach to urban youth
safety and wellbeing, based on a Theory of Change.

Central to the programme is the integration of Relational Wellbeing (RWB), a framework
that emphasizes the interconnectedness of personal, social, and environmental drivers of
youth’s health and well-being, and the Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
(CPTED) approach, which links urban form to social cohesion and safety. The fusion of
these perspectives revealed the importance of placemaking as a process that empowers
youth to shape public spaces and build civic trust.

Pilots in 6 cities highlight how youth-led initiatives - supported through digital and physical
tools - can drive innovation, build local capacity, and foster inclusive urban governance.
The paper argues that safety in cities must be redefined through the lived experiences of
young people, advocating for a shift from reactive, enforcement-led approaches to
proactive, participatory strategies rooted in placemaking and relational wellbeing.
Ultimately, the S*Cities programme is positioned as a model for youth-driven systemic
change, aiming to scale and adapt solutions across diverse urban contexts. It concludes by
underscoring the role of youth as co-creators of safer cities and the importance of
nurturing environments where their agency, creativity, and resilience can thrive.
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change
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In 2020, Fondation Botnar engaged me to support in the development of a new global
programme focusing on youth, safety and cities. The programme was to have a long-
term horizon, reimagining underlying systems of fast-changing urban spaces where
young people live and possibly thrive. What a great challenge, to unpack these three
words — youth, safety and cities - and to develop a unique vision, strategy and roadmap
for cities to thrive and to be a safe place for young people.

The Foundation wanted to build upon its newly established vision to develop long-term
initiatives that aim for system change at the city-level, focusing on youth and digital
solutions in low and middle-income countries.' These new initiatives were to function
as testbeds for approaches and frameworks promoted by the Foundation, whereas
learnings from initiatives would inform the Foundation to adjust existing and create new
programmes. One such initiative, the Healthy Cities for Adolescents initiative had
already started in 2018, operating in six countries and functioning as a testbed for the
Foundations’ ‘Evidence to Action’ framework.” This iteration of framing, testing and
learning is key for several philanthropies that seek youth-led, innovative, fast-tracked
approaches for system change.

To build a new programme, it was critical to learn and assess existing concepts,
approaches and practices related to youth, safety and cities. Therefore, together with
the Foundation a two-day learning workshop was organized in November 2020,
bringing together organizations, scholars and experts to share their knowledge and
insights related to the three topics.’ The workshop also aimed to nurture exchange,
leaving traces for collaboration in the future. Therefore, all participants received a
workshop report, with reading material, workshop results, list of attendance and survey
results. Since the workshop took place amidst the Covid-19 crisis, it was an
opportunity, and a necessity, to experiment with, at the time, new collaborative tools
like Miro and Mentimeter.

Since safety, youth and cities cover a very broad and thick-layered landscape of
narratives, concepts and practices, time was provided to support better understanding
and for identifying what focus would be relevant from a learning, scaling, and innovation
perspective. As preparation for the workshop, relevant reading material was collected
and interviews conducted. During the workshop, time was taken for deep dives with
scholars on two topics: the well-being of young people and safety in cities. Regarding
the well-being of young people, professor Dr Shreya Jha from the Relational Wellbeing
Collaborative elaborated the concept of Relational Wellbeing (RWB).* Based on their
twenty years of research in the Global South, well-being is defined in three dimensions:
a relational one that highlights the importance of connection, a subjective one that
relates to thinking and feeling, a material one that highlights what people can be and do

' For more information on Fondation Botnar, see the website https:/www.fondationbotnar.org/who-we-
are/ (Accessed |18 August 2025)

2 For more information on the Healthy Cities for Adolescents initiative, see the web-site https://healthy-
cities.org/ (Accessed 18 August 2025)

3 Noon-exhaustive list of participants from the following organizations: Relational Wellbeing Collaborative,
University of Geneva, Fondation Botnar, FIA Foundation, Kota Kita Foundation, ISOCARP, AMEND,
STIPO, GIZ, Cities Alliance, UN-Habitat, Clean Air Fund, Handicap International, World Resource
Institute, Placemaking X, What Design Can Do.

* For more information on Relational Wellbeing, see the website https://www.rwb-collab.co/relational-
wellbeing/ (Accessed 18 August 2025)
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which is also based on what we have. These three interconnected dimensions challenge
our traditional, clinical, patronizing and often polarized way of looking at health and
well-being. Traditionally adults and professionals in the sector of health and childcare
promote external support to children and young people, from a medical, behavioural or
child-protection point of view. They see a young person as a patient, they aim to isolate
an issue, they prescribe a sort of treatment. Health refers to basic health in the global
south, whereas the global north focuses on well-being, mental health and happiness.
RWB opposes this view and recognizes differences between individuals, groups and
places. RWB brings clarity in what drives the wellbeing of young people: personal
drivers, societal drivers and environmental drivers that highlight the interdependence
between living beings and the earth. To achieve systemic change, all three drivers need
to be recognised and addressed. In particular, the last driver resonates with how cities
are lived and perceived. For example, children are more exposed to health risks in
houses and neighbourhoods that are cramped or that lack greenspaces and places for
play.® This requires cities to plan better and shape environments where young people
can develop strong connections, amongst them, with society and with the city as a
whole.
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Figure I. The Relational Wellbeing Dimensions (RWB Collaborative)

Regarding safety, Fondation Botnar had already developed road safety related
programmes, linked to the legacy of the Botnar family’s personal experience, having lost
their daughter in a traffic car accident at the age of 20. Since road traffic accidents are
the major cause of death amongst young people globally, the Botnar Child Road Safety
Challenge (BCRSC) has been focusing on reducing road traffic deaths and accidents in

> Aerts, J. (2018) Shaping Urbanization for Children: A handbook on Child-Responsive Urban Planning.
New York: UNICEF.

The Journal of Public Space, 10(1), 2025 | ISSN 2206-9658 | 163
City Space Architecture / UN-Habitat



Developing a Global Programme for Safer Cities

multiple countries across the globe.® Many other initiatives have been focusing on safer
streets, safer drivers, safer vehicles and road safety policies in the last decade, such as
the Child Health Initiative, the Global Designing Streets Initiative and the Initiative for
Global Road Safety. Building on the experiences and learnings gained over the past years
through various projects, and discussing with diverse stakeholders and partners,
Fondation Botnar saw the need to move away from a ‘classical’ road safety lens towards
a more holistic vision of safe cities for young people.

Urban safety is a broad and multifaceted concept that cuts across a wide spectrum of
expert fields and policies, that all build further on the literature and practices in their
field: social unrest, street violence, policing, security physical interventions, building and
infrastructure codes, environmental disasters, climate change related risks. Hence it was
very insightful to have Dr Jonas Hagmann, at the time working as Senior Researcher at
the University of Geneva, in the learning workshop and conceptualization of the
programme. He helped us to unravel the different tenets of urban safety, connecting
dots in the fields of security, urban geography and public policy. He reminded us that
urban safety has been on the urban agenda for a while and that attention will only
increase, because of the concentration of wealth, people, investments and public and
private interest in the city as a contained area that is well connected globally. At the
same time, cities remain the primary sites where homicide, political violence and
international terrorist acts are most likely to occur.” Although the risk of physical
violence remains more pronounced in urban environments, cities are also places where
various constituents potentially interact, co-habitate and dialogue with each other.?

In contexts where responses at the national level are not effective due to various
limitations, city halls and mayors have actively started to develop local investments in
district-level social services — schools, community centres, youth hubs, libraries, sport
centres - and to foster dialogue and inclusion through participatory actions. In the
1990ies, the multi-disciplinary crime prevention through environmental design (CPTED)
approach gained attention, as it introduces the built environment as a key determinant
that can be designed in a pro-active, preventive way. The CPTED approach originally
has been inspired by the writings from Jane Jacobs that highlighted that the physical
environment can be designed in order to reduce crime.” CPTED further developed as a
movement, gaining significant traction in Latin-America, where cities had become the
epicentres of extreme inequity in slums, suffering from nation-wide challenges related to
drugs, homicides and gun trafficking. Several cities like Medellin saw the urgent need to
invest in safety, but also in civic trust, community building and inclusion. Often dubbed
as ‘social urbanism’, cities started prioritizing investments in public services and the built
environment. Medellin demonstrated that investments at the neighbourhood, the
building and the street level contributed to the reduction of violence, within merely a

¢ For more information on the Botnar Child Road Safety Challenge, see the website
https://www.fondationbotnar.org/project/the-botnar-child-road-safety-challenge/ (Accessed |18 August
2025)

7 Chenoweth E and Clarke S (2009) All terrorism is local: Resources, nested institutions, and governance
for urban homeland security in the American federal system. Political Research Quarterly 63(3): 495-507
8 Barber, Benjamin (2014). If Mayors Ruled the World: Dysfunctional Nations, Rising Cities. London: Yale
University Press.

* Newman, O. (1972) Defensible Space; Crime Prevention through Urban Design. New York: Macmillan.
Newman, O. (1980) Community of Interest. Garden City, NY: Anchor Press/Doubleday.
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decade. The city administration demonstrated concern for all its residents, including
those living in deprived and remote barrios. Residents, especially youth, got access to
high-quality services, providing them with alternative options to gang involvement and
petty crimes. Medellin and other investments programmes that used the CPTED
approach have demonstrated positive results. Investments were often targeting a
multitude of small-scale interventions that were well interconnected. For example,
before 1990 Medellin had virtually no public space. By 2014, Medellin had opened up 4
square metres of public space per resident, with a goal of reaching |15 square metres
per person by 2030.' Medellin also demonstrated that achieving sustainability and scale
was only possible thanks to community involvement and targeted, youth-relevant
investments.

This analysis of practices related to safety and security in cities was important to
determine a focus for the future programme that would support and give guidance to
cities and youth organizations.

Many cities, driven by public opinion and amplified by click-bait news focused on fear
and violence, find themselves at an imaginary crossroad: to invest more in policing and
technology, or focus more on prevention and community building; to focus on
boundaries and regulations, or to invest in connections and relations; to focus on
remediation or on prevention? Of course, a mix of both approaches is justified, but it is
not clear whether cities have explicit strategies to make their cities safe in a sustainable
and holistic way, drawing from established concepts such as CPTED. Building on the
learnings and dialogues during the workshop, it was agreed to place at the centre of the
programme’s vision the principle that safety issues and solutions in cities should be
defined and articulated by youth. From a RWB perspective, youth would be well-placed
to define the challenges of cities related to safety and to define solutions that are
sustainable and impactful. Additionally, it became obvious that the programme would
have a placemaking component. The RWB approach, much like the CPTED approach,
has an explicit (built) environment component. Since placemaking is ‘a participatory
process for shaping public space that harnesses the ideas and assets of the people who
use it’, the process of shaping safer spaces and making places, appeared as a valuable
strategy to offer to cities and youth organisation.''

Furthermore, placemaking led by tech-savvy youth in the 2[st century can take
innovative, hybrid forms, bridging the physical and digital space, while supporting place-
based research and prototyping.

' Read the story of change about Medellin here: https:/rapidtransition.org/stories/the-medellin-miracle/
(Accessed 18 August 2025)

"' Definition and examples of placemaking are well-documented by Project for Public Spaces, see
https://www.pps.org/article/what-is-placemaking, accessed on |8 August 2025.
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Figure 2. Youth representatives of the Safe and Sound Cities Programme
at the World Urban Forum 12 in Cairo, Egypt (Source: Author)

Building on this set of concepts and principles, we sought for a consortium capable of
designing, piloting and implementing a robust, global programme, powered by cities
where youth organisations are trained to lead processes towards system change,
enhancing their own safety and the wellbeing of their communities and the city as a
whole. The Global Infrastructure Basel Foundation (GIB) was selected to implement the
programme globally. In 2021, the Safe and Sound Cities programme was launched, led
by GIB, hosted by Swiss Philanthropy Foundation, supported by Fondation Botnar, along
with the expert advice of a number of global partners including ICLEI -Local
Governments for Sustainability, RWB, BUUR, EAFIT University and City Collab. The
programme was first piloted in Envigado (Colombia) and Bandung (Indonesia), two
secondary cities in middle-income countries where young people and their wellbeing
feature prominently in the national and local agenda. Having concluded a Phase | of the
programme (2021-2024) and moved on to a Phase Il (2024-2029, we now continue to
document the ongoing implementation in six cities overall, including Cuenca and
Ambato in Ecuador, Naga and Baguio in the Philippines, and Envigado and Cartagena in
Colombia. As per the programme’s Theory of Change, each of these cities go through a
cycle of systems understanding, capacity building, co-design and innovation, and
implementation and scaling of youth-led initiatives.
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Figure 3. The placemaking dimension of the Theory of Change for the S’Cities programme
(Source: Author)

In each of these cities, local organisations have been empowering young people to
analyse, map, design and plan for scale. Throughout this process | have witnessed that
youth and city leaders learn from one another, building mutual trust and strengthening
collaboration towards a safe and sound city. In this process, placemaking has emerged as
a central component to build and express civic trust, revealing a broad spectrum of
practical, symbolic, emotional and relational challenges that must be addressed to create
a city for all, one that can run by the next generation.
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