Beyond Shrinking Space: Relational Civic Infrastructures and the Local Materialisation of Civic Space

1. Introduction 
Over the last three decades, the term “civic space” has progressively become a core concept in debates about democracy, civil society, and human rights. In the scientific literature, the term has come to broadly refer to the conditions under which people can organise, deliberate and act collectively to shape their communities (Biekart et al., 2023). But historically, the term was rather used by dominant international institutions to designate the set of legal, political, and institutional conditions that enable citizens and civil society organisations (CSOs) to access information, express themselves, associate, organise, and participate in public life (OECD, 2022). For example, the United Nations has framed civic space as an “enabling environment” that safeguards fundamental freedoms and meaningful participation, positioning it as a cornerstone for democratic life and good governance (UNDP, 2021). These institutional definitions highlight the importance of civic space but leave open how it is actually shaped, enacted, and experienced in specific contexts and everyday local settings.
In the literature, the study of civic space is typically linked to broader trends of democratic backsliding and securitisation, as well as to constraints that affect not only authoritarian regimes but also established democracies (Strachwitz & Toepler, 2022). Researchers warn of the “shrinking” or “closing” of civic space, documenting how states and other actors restrict civic freedoms through legal reforms, administrative burdens, surveillance, intimidation and delegitimising rhetoric (Brechenmacher & Carothers, 2019) (Dupuy et al., 2021) (Toepler et al., 2020). Policy responses emphasise monitoring, legal safeguards, and technical guidance for protecting civic space, yet are often criticised as reactive and insufficiently coordinated (Brechenmacher & Carothers, 2019). This body of work highlights structural threats to civic engagement, but its predominantly macro and legal–institutional focus tends to overlook localised and relational practices through which civic space is built,  sustained or reclaimed within changing conditions (Biekart & Fowler, 2023).
Another strand of scholarship conceptualises civic space as a dynamic notion, a relational and socially produced arena, in which the interactions among the state, the market, and societal actors shape both fundamental rights and public policies (Dupuy et al., 2021) (Sogge, 2020). In this view, civic space is not only an abstract environment or legal framework but also a set of practices and negotiations through which rights, voice, and participation are realised in everyday life. This resonates with broader spatial turn theory, which conceives space as socially produced, contested, and constitutive of social relations rather than as a neutral container (Lefebvre, 2010). It also connects to debates on emerging online civic spaces, where digital platforms and tools provide new but uneven opportunities for participation and deliberation (Dahlgren, 2000) (Landemore, 2020) (Petit & Oleart, 2025). Together, these perspectives suggest that both physical and digital dimensions matter as enabling or constraining conditions for civic practices. They also invite closer attention to how civic space is enacted in concrete settings, where power asymmetries, material infrastructures, and local contexts condition who can access a space, build alliances and articulate demands. 
However, this practice-oriented turn has only started. Few are the examples of empirical and field-grounded research. They explore how civic space becomes tangible and ‘civic’ in specific local arenas, such as neighbourhoods, municipalities, or community-based initiatives (Edelenbos et al., 2020) (…ref). Policy and advocacy metrics typically classify civic space at the national level, differentiating between open, narrowed, repressed, or closed environments, but these metrics offer limited insight into how these broad categories translate into everyday experiences of participation and contestation (Biekart et al., 2023)(CIVICUS Monitor, 2025). Conversely, empirically informed studies of local governance and urban social spaces often analyse participation, protest, or community organisation without explicitly engaging with the notion of civic space (Jabareen & Eizenberg, 2021) (Kessl & Reutlinger, 2025) (Howard & Lever, 2011). This disjuncture signals a need to bridge conceptual debates about civic space with empirically grounded analyses of local practices, infrastructures, and relations in which civic engagement takes place. 
The present paper addresses this gap by examining how civic space is materialised at the local level through the practices of CSOs and public authorities in different European contexts. The main research question (RQ) that we address is: 
How are civic spaces materialised locally as practice-based infrastructures of participation? 
Empirically, the study undertakes a comparative qualitative case study of five European municipalities - Barcelona, Rome, Torres Vedras, Turin and Warsaw - selected for their diverse institutional arrangements and trajectories in promoting civic space. It draws on 20 semi-structured interviews with civil society practitioners, local officials, and European-level stakeholders, complemented by document analysis of relevant legal frameworks, municipal policies, and international reports, as well as observations from study visits to a variety of local civic spaces in these territories. Through thematic analysis, the research examines how organisational practices within these settings foster or hinder inclusive civic participation and participatory governance, and how physical configurations, regulatory arrangements and public narratives shape local actors’ experiences of civic spaces. By foregrounding these dimensions, the article advances a more context-sensitive understanding of civic space that connects macro-level concerns about restrictions with the everyday practices and experiences of civic actors, institutions and social environments to make space civic.  
2. From civil society to civic space: concepts and definitions
Civic space and civil society are closely intertwined, and research on civic space originates from studies of civil society (Biekart & Fowler, 2023). Amid growing concerns about the global decline of democracy, civic space has become a way to conceptualise the arena for civil society action, which is considered essential for a democratic society.  The concept of civil society itself lacks a universally agreed-upon interpretation. It is common to use it for referring both to actors – civil society organisations (CSOs) and other formal or informal associations – and to the space in which they interact (Biekart et al., 2023). These elements form part of an overarching understanding of civil society as a framework for civic values, encompassing institutions and organisations, the arenas where they operate, and the behaviours between the state, business, and family that promote civic action and advance common interests (Jenkins, 2012).
From an institutional or organisational perspective, civil society is defined by “not being part of the state” (Dekker, 2008). It broadly comprises the voluntary associations that help strengthen community relations, foster trust and cooperation, and promote civic engagement and participation (Newton, 2001). Recent typologies of civil society actors include non-governmental organisations, faith-based and community groups, labour unions, social movements, social entrepreneurs, and online groups and activities (VanDyck, 2017). From another perspective, civil society is understood as a distinct sphere of social interaction, separate from the state, the market, and the family, in which people can voluntarily organise around shared concerns and values (White, 1994). This sphere can serve as a practical arena for action for both citizens and CSOs (Buyse, 2018).
Over time, the concept of civil society has evolved from a predominantly national focus to a more transnational and participatory one, emphasising democratic values and becoming central to democracy promotion and international development policy (Kaldor, 2003). This shift created a need to identify and describe the conditions that enable civil society to contribute to democratisation. The notion of civic space emerged in response to this need to conceptualise the environment that enables civil society’s impact. This environment was determined to include the political, legislative, societal and economic conditions that enable, constrain, control and guide the activities of civil society actors and individuals, who can come together, express themselves, support each other, and act individually and collectively to influence their societies (Van der Borgh & Terwindt, 2014). 
International organisations and donors providing international development aid then consolidated “civic space” as a policy term, closely tying it to civil society’s ability to operate and influence public life (United Nations, 2020). Civic space is thus presented both as a necessary condition for a vibrant civil society and a lever for achieving goals such as the Sustainable Development Goals and broader human rights commitments (Hossain et al., 2019). The European Union (EU) similarly describes civic space as the environment in which CSOs operate and monitors it through surveys conducted with national civil society actors and human rights defenders (FRA, 2021). As the shrinking space for civil society has become a dominant concern for both international institutions and researchers, the notion of civic space has been used to track restrictions on CSOs’ rights, funding, and operations, often through indices and legal monitoring (Bossuyt & Ronceray, 2020); (Malena, 2015). In this strand of work, civic space is typically understood primarily through legal-institutional indicators and national-level trends. 
More recent scholarship, however, critiques purely legal–institutional views and argues that civic space should be seen as a dynamic, contested field of relations in which state and civic actors continuously shape possibilities for participation (van Wessel et al., 2025). From a similar perspective, opportunities for civic action are not defined solely by a fixed set of rules, but can also be reshaped through everyday interactions that affect and sometimes reconfigure power balances (Colin, 2025). Civic space is thus not only an external context for civil society but also an evolving configuration of rules, norms, infrastructures and power relations within which civic actors operate. Civil society remains the broad domain of civic actors and practices, while civic space denotes the changing conditions that structure how those actors can meaningfully participate in public life.  
Building on these debates, this paper argues that understanding civic space depends on a clearer grasp of how it is experienced and manifested in daily life. This requires, first, reconciling the “civic” dimension with a spatial perspective that considers the different dimensions of space that shape participation. Second, it demands a closer attention to the experiences and practices of those civic space actors who operate within and through these evolving frameworks.

3. Clarifying the ‘civic’ and the ‘space’ in the civic space

3.1. Civic participation in democratic theory 

Civic participation is at the core of democratic theory, with different theoretical strands holding different expectations about consensus, conflict, and the institutional forms in which these actions and participation occur. A common understanding is that ordinary citizens engage in civic participation when they take actions aimed at influencing societal circumstances relevant to others beyond their family and friends, and outside formal politics (Ekman & Amnå, 2022). Civic participation can be expressed both individually—through activities driven by personal interests and concern for politics and societal issues—and collectively—through voluntary commitment to improve local community conditions, assist others, or support community initiatives (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). 
Participatory democracy emphasises citizens’ equal involvement in decision-making, along with the development of their social and political skills throughout the process, rather than treating occasional voting as sufficient participation (Pateman, 1975). It understands civic participation broadly, encompassing not only electoral activities but also community organising, protests, volunteering, co-management of services, participatory budgeting and other mechanisms through which citizens co-shape public decisions (Pateman, 2012). Civic action here is both instrumentally valuable, by improving policy responsiveness and intrinsically valuable, by developing citizens’ capacities, efficacy and sense of ownership over collective life (Dacombe & Parvin, 2021).
Deliberative democracy, by contrast, emphasises reason-giving public discussion among free and equal citizens as the core of legitimate decision-making. Civic participation is especially valuable when it takes deliberative forms: inclusive forums where participants exchange arguments, reflect on preferences, and seek justifiable decisions rather than merely aggregating pre-given interests (Dryzek, 2012) (Habermas & Rehg, 1996). Civic action is thus assessed by the quality of deliberation it enables—who can speak, under what conditions, with what information—rather than only by levels of turnout or mobilisation. Recent work views participation and deliberation as complementary: participation stresses how many and how often people engage, while deliberation stresses how they engage and with what discursive quality. Many contemporary democratic innovations (citizens’ assemblies, participatory budgeting with deliberative phases, mini‑publics) combine participatory and deliberative logics, treating civic space as something to be designed so that it supports both broad involvement and meaningful discussion (Bherer et al., 2016) (Landemore, 2020).
An increasing attention in both participatory and deliberative democracy research is given to the potential of digital technologies to provide an additional space for political deliberation, with online platforms and tools enabling new civic practices (Dalakiouridou et al., 2012) (Foth & Brynskov, 2006) (Landemore, 2024). There are numerous accounts of civic mobilisation, particularly at the local level, thanks to networked online communication (Powell, 2021). At the same time, online civic participation often takes place in institutionalised, top-down settings, especially at the supranational EU level, where authorities implement online tools to support civic participation, from basic information sharing to institutional dialogue, consultation and involvement in policy‑making  (Antonucci & Volterrani, 2022) (Youngs, 2017). Such tools are frequently grouped under the label of civic technology. They are used, for example, for idea collection, public consultations, participatory budgeting, issue reporting and service improvement (UNDP, 2025). Ideally, these digital tools can create online civic spaces that combine communication functions (news, notifications, messaging) with participation tools (surveys, proposals, voting) and feedback loops that show outcomes, distinguishing them from generic social networks or static government websites (Gastil & Robert C. Richards, 2017) (McCord & Becker, 2023).  However, critical questions remain about their ability to create equal opportunities for participation, influence agenda-setting and decision-making, and avoid reproducing offline exclusions or harmful dynamics (Mellon et al., 2025) (OECD, 2020).

Finally, rational deliberation cannot eliminate conflict and disagreement, which are constitutive of democratic politics. From this perspective, characteristic of the agonistic pluralism theory, civic action and participation are not primarily about reaching consensus but about giving institutional form to ongoing contestation between adversaries who accept basic democratic rules but pursue incompatible projects. Agonistic theorists criticise deliberative models for idealising harmony and downplaying power, exclusion and passion in civic engagement, arguing instead that democratic civic spaces should make room for protest, struggle, and the expression of conflicting identities and demands (Mouffe, 2000). These theoretical considerations ground a normative account of civic space as inclusive, reason-giving and co-decisive, while acknowledging that, due to the inherently conflictual and power-laden nature of civic participation, civic spaces are also arenas of contestation over whose voices, activities, and projects prevail. 

To connect these theoretical perspectives with the empirical analysis of how civic space is materialised locally, the article focuses on the organisational practices through which actors enable or constrain participation in everyday settings. In particular, it addresses the following sub-research question:  

SRQ1: How do organisational practices within local civic spaces shape opportunities for inclusive civic participation and participatory governance?

3.2. The spatial dimension of civic space 

This paper builds further on Henri Lefebvre's production of space theory to argue that civic space is a socially produced space that emerges from socio-spatial interaction (Lefebvre, 2010). Space can be understood as a three-dimensional dialectical concept, encompassing not only the physical space and the daily activities that occur there, but also the conceived and lived dimensions: the representations, symbolic meanings and associations linked to the space and the experiences of those who inhabit it (Lefebvre, 1974). This approach connects to (deliberative democracy) work on the civic cultures circuit that emphasises the importance of knowledge, trust, identities, and values, alongside the actual space and practices for enhancing civic engagement (Dahlgren, 2000). 
The social production of space is widely researched in urban studies, particularly in relation to the study of public space (Dahlgren, 2000)(Stanek, 2011). According to this view, [urban] space is produced through the interaction of physical form, representations (such as plans, regulations, narratives), and everyday spatial practices, making it a living environment rather than just a functional one (Zieleniec, 2018).  For civic space, this implies that physical configurations inevitably reflect and reproduce power relations. Attention should therefore be given to who is enabled or constrained, whose voices shape the experience of the space, and how rules structure access and expression. This also supports viewing civic space as a political space, in order to better understand the power relations negotiated there (Colin, 2025). 
Civic space is also inevitably linked to public space, which can enable the spatialisation of democracy and civil society (Jenlink, 2007). Civic space can emerge on the overlapping territory of public space and public life, emphasising the relationship between spatial design, everyday use, and democratic culture (Borja, 1998). From this perspective, spatial configurations should be evaluated not only for efficiency and aesthetics but also for how they enable assembly, the visibility of difference, and civic action (Hollander & Sussman, 2020).
Against this background, the analysis turns to the following sub‑research question:

SRQ2: What physical spatial characteristics, regulatory arrangements and public narratives shape local actors’ experiences of civic spaces? 

4. Research Design 

The research was undertaken within a wider project investigating the protection and promotion of civic space in five European municipalities – Barcelona, Rome, Torres Vedras, Turin and Warsaw. These urban areas were selected through purposive sampling as information-rich cases for examining local civic spaces (Ahmad & Wilkins, 2025). They share a declared commitment to promoting civic participation and protecting civic space, but differ markedly in their institutional arrangements, socio‑economic trajectories and repertoires of civic infrastructure. Barcelona represents a context with long-standing bottom-up initiatives, assembly-based “community economies” and early experimentation with digital and hybrid participation platforms. Rome exemplifies a highly unequal metropolitan setting in which access to civic resources depends heavily on relations with local institutions, particularly in disadvantaged areas. Torres Vedras offers a smaller-scale case of networked governance, with the Rede Social platform linking civil society organisations and the municipality around collaboration and social cohesion. Turin illustrates how a city affected by deindustrialisation and social fragmentation has invested in civic spaces to address social, cultural and educational needs. Warsaw provides an example of dense formal participatory infrastructure, including social dialogue committees, participatory budgeting and emerging local activity centres. Together, these cases allow for a comprehensive analysis of how different local configurations of physical, organisational and institutional conditions shape the materialisation of civic space.
The research is treated as a paradigmatic case study (Flyvbjerg, 2006), in the sense that it seeks to generate analytically generalisable insights into the organisation and local experience of civic space, carrying exemplary value. The research relies on methodological triangulation, combining in-depth stakeholder interviews with  study visits, and document analysis of legal frameworks, municipal policy papers and reports from international and European organisations concerning civic space in the selected territories. These included representatives of civil society organisations (e.g. associations, civic centres, networks) and local authorities in the five municipalities, as well as European-level CSOs and experts working on the protection of civic space. In total, 20 semi‑structured interviews were conducted in two phases, in October–November 2024 and October–November 2025. The second phase allowed follow-up interviews with some interviewees after project study visits to the examined territories, deepening participants’ and researchers’ understanding of local practices and experiences of civic space.
Interviews lasted between one and two hours and followed a common guide structured around several themes: understandings and definitions of civic space; local examples and repertoires of civic participation; perceptions of inclusivity, safety and protection; the interplay between physical and digital civic practices; organisational practices and governance arrangements; the role of different stakeholders; and how local civic action is linked to broader European debates and challenges. Interviews were conducted primarily in English. When interviewees preferred to speak their native language, which was the case for Italian and Catalan, conversations took place in those languages to reduce language barriers. Italian-language interviews were conducted and analysed by the research team, while a native speaker supported Catalan-language interviews. In both cases, detailed notes and transcripts were produced. Interview transcripts were returned to participants for comments and factual correction.
The interview material was analysed using thematic qualitative analysis. An initial coding framework was developed deductively from the conceptual framework (organisational practices, spatial anchoring of civic space) and inductively refined as new themes emerged during coding. Coding was carried out using MAXQDA software. Through iterative reading and discussion, three overarching thematic categories were identified as analytically salient for this article: (1) organisational practices that foster inclusion, collaboration, participatory governance and civic learning; (2) the physical anchoring and spatial characteristics of civic spaces; and (3) locally specific understandings of civic space and its perceived role in addressing wider European challenges. 
In parallel, two- to three-day study visits were conducted in each municipality in 2024–2025, allowing for contextual observation. During these visits, the research team toured selected civic spaces (for example, community centres, civic hubs, facilities co-managed by local CSOs and public authorites, neighbourhood housing, etc) and surrounding neighbourhoods, and held on‑site conversations with local organisers and public authorities representatives. Observations were documented through structured field notes and debrief memos, focusing on spatial configurations, usage patterns, and interactions among actors. Field notes from study visits were integrated into the thematic analysis to refine interpretations of organisational practices and spatial configurations.
Finally, the document analysis served to contextualise and triangulate interview and study visit findings. Relevant municipal regulations and strategy documents, together with European and international reports on civic space and civil society, were systematically gathered for each city and coded with a lighter scheme focused on formal definitions of civic space, institutional roles, and references to participation, rights, and civil society. Comparing these documents with interview data helped to identify convergences and tensions between formal frameworks and lived experiences.
As a qualitative case study, the research does not aim at generalisation. Its strength lies in providing in-depth, comparative insights into how civic space is materialised and experienced in specific local contexts. The analysis is limited by the number of interviews and by the focus on actors already engaged in civic space initiatives, which may under‑represent more marginal or excluded voices. These limitations are partly mitigated through triangulation between different types of actors and data sources.

Table 1. Overview of interviewees  
	Interviewee
	Region
	Stakeholder type 
	Gender

	Participant 1
	Torres Vedras 
	CSO
	F

	Participant 2
	EU
	Policy-maker
	F

	Participant 3
	Rome
	Public administration
	D

	Participant 4
	Torres Vedras
	CSO
	M

	Participant 5
	Rome
	Public administration
	M

	Participant 6
	EU
	Policy-maker
	F

	Participant 7
	Warsaw
	CSO
	F

	Participant 8
	Torres Vedras
	Social worker
	F

	Participant 9
	Barcelona
	CSO / community organisation
	F

	Participant 10
	Barcelona
	CSO / community organisation
	M

	Participant 11
	Warsaw
	CSO / NGO
	F

	Participant 12
	Warsaw
	CSO / NGO
	F

	Participant 13
	Turin
	Public administration
	F

	Participant 14
	EU
	CSO
	F

	Participant 15
	EU
	CSO
	M

	Participant 16
	Warsaw
	CSO
	F

	Participant 17
	Turin
	CSO
	M

	Participant 18
	Barcelona
	Public administration
	F

	Participant 19
	Barcelona
	CSO
	F

	Participant 20
	Rome
	CSO
	M
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