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Abstract 
This paper explores how ownership is formed in participatory design projects and 
argues that ownership is not an automatic outcome of participation, but the result 
of genuine inclusion, agency, and shared power. While participatory design often 
positions ownership as a desirable goal, little attention is given to how it is fostered 
or what it actually entails. Drawing from Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation (1969, 
2019) and the psychological theory of ownership (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003; Renz & 
Posthuma, 2023), this article examines how these frameworks intersect to shape 
participant experience. The analysis is grounded in a participatory design case 
study in Gothenburg, Sweden where the aim was to understand how residents can 
be engaged and involved in municipal urban projects. By mapping moments of 
inclusion and exclusion, the study reveals that ownership emerges when 
participants feel meaningfully involved in decisions and see tangible outcomes 
from their engagement. This paper contributes to design research by offering a 
more nuanced understanding of ownership as an affective and ethical dimension 
of participatory processes. It challenges designers to move beyond symbolic 
inclusion and consider how to intentionally design for ownership, recognizing its 
potential benefits and risks in long-term, community-centred projects. 

 

Introduction 
This article explores the role of ownership in participatory design projects. 
Participatory design is rooted in the belief that those affected by a design should 
have a say in shaping it (Robertson & Simonsen, 2013). Over the years, various 
tools and frameworks have emerged to guide how participation unfolds, with 
Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation (1969, 2019) standing as one of the most 
influential. The ladder categorizes participation into levels of increasing power and 
influence, from manipulation to full citizen control, highlighting the importance of 
shared decision-making in democratic processes. At the same time, research in 



Inês Moreira 

2 
 

organisational psychology has developed the concept of psychological ownership 
defined as something that is mine and has identified specific routes through which 
such feelings emerge: control, self-investment, and intimate knowledge of the 
object (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003). This concept was developed in organisational 
and managerial settings, it offers a powerful lens through which to understand 
individual engagement, motivation, and commitment, factors also central to 
participatory design. While the two fields have developed separately, their 
potential overlap. 

Despite the prominence of ownership as a goal in participatory design, the field 
has paid limited attention to how ownership is actually developed and fostered, 
and what it means in the participatory practice (Kraff, 2018). Ownership is often 
discussed as a natural outcome of involvement, rather than a complex, affective 
state with both empowering and problematic consequences (Juel et al., 2023). 
These thoughts lead to two assumptions: first, the assumption that participation 
automatically results in ownership, and second, the belief that ownership is 
always positive. However, psychological research reveals that ownership can also 
lead to conflict, resistance to change, or disappointment when expectations are 
not met which are issues that can complicate participatory processes and 
outcomes (Renz & Posthuma, 2023). These consequences pose ethical challenges 
for participatory processes, especially in long-term, funded projects. 

This paper responds to these gaps by exploring the relationship between Arnstein’s 
(1969, 2019) Ladder of Participation and the theory of psychological ownership 
(Renz & Posthuma, 2023). It examines how the conditions that foster true 
participation, such as control over decisions, opportunities for expression, and 
long-term engagement, correspond to the routes that lead to psychological 
ownership. By placing these two frameworks in dialogue, this article provides a 
more nuanced understanding of what it means to design for ownership and how 
such ownership might be ethically fostered through participatory methods. This 
interdisciplinary approach highlights the importance of holding different 
perspectives in conversation to avoid one-sided or narrow interpretations of what 
involvement and impact truly mean for those engaged. This article draws from a 
case study: a participatory design project in Gothenburg, Sweden, that aims to 
understand how residents can be engaged and involved in municipal urban 
projects. This case serves as a ground for exploring how true participatory 
conditions can cultivate a genuine ownership among residents, offering practical 
insights into the ethical challenges and opportunities of long-term community 
involvement in urban development.  

This article argues that participation, agency, and power-sharing are key conditions 
for fostering psychological ownership among residents. Ownership, in this sense, 
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is not a static outcome but a dynamic process shaped by relational, emotional, 
and structural factors. By bridging the insights of participatory design theory with 
those of psychological ownership, the paper shows how ownership can be both a 
signal of effective engagement and a critical lens for evaluating participatory 
processes. This contribution offers designers, researchers, and public institutions 
a deeper understanding of how to create meaningful, lasting involvement and how 
to be attentive to the emotional and ethical implications of shared ownership. 
Designing for ownership is more than just inviting people to workshops, it is about 
creating long-term structures for dialogue, control, and mutual care. 

The paper is structured as follows. It begins by outlining the theoretical 
frameworks of participatory design and psychological ownership, before 
highlighting their overlapping values and conditions. It then presents a case study 
in Gothenburg, Sweden, analysing moments where participation and power were 
given or failed to emerge. The discussion reflects on ethical implications of 
participation and ownership together and what these moments reveal about the 
realities of participatory processes. The conclusion suggests more intentional, 
reflective practices in future participatory design work. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
This section draws on relevant literature to present the concepts and theories used 
to address the issue of ownership in participatory design practices. The theoretical 
insights discussed here provide a foundation for understanding the nature of 
ownership in participatory contexts. By grounding my observations in this theory, I 
aim to critically evaluate the strategies employed, draw conclusions, and offer 
insights for participatory design practices. 

 

Ownership in participatory design 
Participatory design is a design approach that seeks to actively involve all 
stakeholders, such as employees, partners, customers, citizens, and end users, 
throughout the design process to ensure the outcomes align with their needs and 
are usable (Robertson & Simonsen, 2013). It has become a widely adopted 
methodology due to its promise of democratizing innovation and decision-making 
in design. By shifting the traditional power dynamics between researchers, 
designers, and participants, it aims to create collaborations that value the insights 
and lived experiences of those who are typically the end users (Harrington, Erete, & 
Piper, 2019). This emphasis on inclusivity and co-determination positions 
participatory design wherein design is not done for people but with them (Kraff & 
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Jernsand, 2014). Central to this approach is the direct involvement of end users in 
the design activity itself (Olsson, 2011). 

Within the participatory design literature, ownership is mentioned as a goal and an 
outcome, however studies on ownership remain limited (Juel, Berring, Erlangsen, 
Larsen, & Buus, 2023, p. 8). While many scholars often suggest that involving 
communities in both the design and decision-making process of a project fosters 
ownership among participants, little is now about “the psychosocial processes in 
which an ownership feeling develops and is displayed” (Juel, Berring, Erlangsen, 
Larsen, & Buus, 2023, p. 9). Marques, McIntosh, and Campays (2018) emphasize 
that community involvement enhances both ownership and responsibility towards 
one’s surroundings, ultimately improving their quality of life (p. 2). Broadley (2021) 
highlights how ownership emerges when communities’ lived experiences are 
genuinely integrated into the design, fostering a deeper connection with the 
spaces the participants co-create (p. 257). Similarly, Korpela et al. (1996) argue 
that engaging community members from project initiation to implementation 
strengthens “ownership and encourages sustainability” (p. 27). It is also argued 
that the use of both remote and direct methods and tools can strengthen and 
sustain ownership in collaborative design activities (Broadley & Smith, 2018, p. 
407). These same authors suggest that targeted methods for issue prioritization 
and framing co-design activities can enhance participants’ ownership and 
motivation to address local challenges (Broadley & Smith, 2018, p. 402). Likewise, 
Botero and Sampsa (2013) propose that more sustained and open-ended design 
strategies can reinforce and sustain participants’ roles as collaborators and key 
contributors, thereby fostering stronger ownership over outcomes (p. 50). All these 
authors express hope that participation will lead to ownership as an outcome, yet 
there is little to no engagement with psychological research on how ownership 
forms, relying instead on the assumption that participation alone is sufficient to 
generate ownership.  

Still, the concept of ownership in participatory research is often discussed without 
a sufficient reflection and exploration of what the term entails (Kraff, 2018, p. 127). 
The assumption that community involvement automatically produces stakeholder 
ownership seems oversimplified as often it is not supported by theory or empirical 
evidence (Juel, Berring, Erlangsen, Larsen, & Buus, 2023, p. 2). Salsberg et al. 
(2017) go as far as to describe the development of ownership as a “black box”, as it 
is usually overlooked which specific activities, methods or moments in the 
process were actually aimed at building ownership (p. 337). This lack of clarity 
highlights a critical gap in participatory design practices, since ownership cannot 
be seen as a meaningful or ethical outcome without a solid understanding of how 
to cultivate it. 
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Rather than identifying which exact parts of the process contributed to ownership, 
researchers frequently focus only on the end result. Fostering ownership requires 
intentional and well-informed design approaches to ensure that stakeholders 
genuinely feel connected to the results of the process (Brandt, Binder, & Sanders, 
2013, p. 145). Reflecting on this complexity is essential for maintaining the integrity 
of participatory projects and avoid the risk of delivering empty promises to those 
involved. Ownership should not be assumed as an automatic outcome of 
participation but instead, it must be actively supported through transparent 
processes, shared responsibilities, and continuous involvement. 

 

The Ladder of Participation 
While ownership remains under-theorized in participatory design, the Arnstein’s 
(1969, 2019) Ladder of Participation (Figure 1) is a widely referenced and explored 
framework in this field. The ladder helps visualise who holds power in decision-
making processes. In this paper, I compare this model with psychological 
ownership theory to explore how levels of participation are related to fostering 
ownership. 

The ladder is composed by eight 
steps, based in three categories: 

• Nonparticipation – the first two 
steps of the ladder, 
manipulation and therapy, 
represent the non-
participatory forms, where 
stakeholders are not genuinely 
involved in planning or 
decisions. 

• Tokenism – the next three 
levels, informing, consultation 
and placation, represent 
situations in which people are 
heard but have no actual 
power to influence outcomes 

• Citizen Power – the last three 
steps, partnership, delegated 
power and citizen control, 
represent the genuine power-
sharing.  

 

Figure 1. Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation. 
Reprinted from A Ladder of Citizen Participation 
(p. 26), by S. R. Arnstein, 2019, Journal of the 
American Institute of Planners, 85(1). Copyright 
2019 by Taylor & Francis.

Image removed due to 
copyright reasons. 
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Partnership reflects when power is redistributed through negotiation between 
stakeholders, with shared planning and decision-making responsibilities. 
Delegated power gives the citizens dominant decision-making power over a 
particular plan or program. Citizen control involves participants having a degree of 
power that allows them to govern a program or an institution by being in full charge. 
These are the ideal levels in participatory projects because they reflect authentic 
power-sharing rather than tokenism. At these levels, citizens are not merely 
informed or consulted but instead they are actively sharing planning and decision-
making responsibilities with authorities. This redistribution of power happens 
through negotiation and collaboration between stakeholders, requiring institutions 
to give up some control and recognize the legitimacy of other forms of knowledge.  

 

Psychological ownership 
In the organisational psychology field, the concept of psychological ownership is 
well-researched and used to describe a state in which individuals perceive 
something as mine (van Rijn & Stappers, 2008). Ownership is a human condition, 
and can extend beyond physical objects, and materials to “ideas, words, artistic 
creations, and other people” (Pierce et al., 2003, p. 86). Research has also shown 
that psychological ownership is deeply connected to human motivation and 
identity, and it influences behaviour, emotion, and engagement (Pierce et al., p. 
299). As Brown et al., (2014, p. 319) explain “The core of psychological ownership 
is the feeling of possessiveness and being psychologically tied to an object, as 
those objects become part of the extended self”. 

This article draws from Pierce et al. (2001, 2003) concept of routes through which 
psychological ownership emerges. The routes describe how ownership emerge or 
develop in practice.  

Routes to Psychological Ownership 

• Controlling the Target – Ownership emerges through the ability to influence 
or make decisions about an object, space or process. 

• Coming to Intimately Know the Target – Involves developing deep familiarity 
through repeated interaction, observation, or experience with the object, 
place or process.  

• Investing the Self into the Target – Putting in time, effort, ideas, or emotions 
into something, creates personal attachment and reinforces ownership. 

The routes are the mechanisms through which psychological ownership is 
activated. For someone to feel psychological ownership, they must be able to 
influence or make decisions about an object, place, or process (control); spend 
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enough time with it to become familiar (intimate knowing); and have the chance to 
put their own effort, time, ideas, and emotions into it (self-investment). 

 

Effects of Psychological Ownership 
When psychological ownership is achieved, it can lead to both positive and 
negative outcomes (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003). On the positive side, it can foster 
acts of citizenship, that being a voluntary behaviour that “contributes to the 
community’s well-being” (Pierce et al., 2003, p. 28). It may also encourage 
personal sacrifice, assumption of risk, and experienced responsibility and 
stewardship over the co-created outcomes. In the other hand, psychological 
ownership has its potential downsides. Negative consequences revolve around 
obsession, possessiveness, resistance to change, and even destructive 
behaviours such as, sabotage, stalking, and destruction. These actions can 
severely hinder collaboration. If participatory design aims to foster ownership to 
the participants, it must also address the ethical and practical implications of 
these outcomes. Understanding these consequences is crucial to avoid 
unintentionally creating exclusionary or harmful dynamics within participatory 
processes.  

 

Bridging the theories 
This paper brings together Arnstein’s (1969, 2019) Ladder of Participation and the 
theory of psychological ownership (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003; Renz & Posthuma, 
2023) to examine how participatory design practices might foster ownership. By 
comparing levels of power-sharing from the ladder with psychological routes to 
ownership, this paper identifies where and how participatory strategies can either 
support or hinder ownership development. This comparation also challenges 
assumptions of participation as inherently empowering. It argues that genuine 
ownership must be intentionally designed and critically examined in terms of both 
the process and the impact. 

 

Methodology 
This academic article explores the mechanisms and consequences of ownership 
in participatory design. To explore this issue, this section aims to outline and 
motive the methods used to analyse the empirical material. The research 
integrates insights from a master’s degree project conducted in Gothenburg, 
Sweden, incorporating insights from workshops, and municipal meetings, 
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analysing these through the lens of participatory design theories and psychological 
ownership frameworks. The chosen methods are closely aligned with the 
theoretical perspectives presented in the article. Participatory design theory 
emphasizes the importance of context and process, while psychological 
ownership theory supports the analysis of participants’ affective and behavioural 
responses.  

While the degree project was conducted in collaboration with a colleague, this 
article represents an individual exploration that specifically focuses on ownership 
in participatory design. It combines empirical insights and reflections with 
theoretical concepts, aiming to understand how ownership is developed and 
expressed in collaborative design processes.  

 

Case study - Svarte mosse  
The case study project is a degree research initiative conducted in parallel with, 
but independently from, the municipality of Gothenburg’s transformation project 
at Svarte mosse, in Biskopsgården. Our research explores how participatory 
methods can invite residents to take an active role in shaping the park’s future, 
moving beyond their roles as users to becoming co-creators and part of the 
decision-making process. The municipal project aims to transform Svarte mosse, 
currently a district park (stadsdelspark), into a city park (stadspark). This shift 
introduces new responsibilities and challenges, as city parks typically serve a 
broader and more diverse urban population, requiring enhanced accessibility, 
programming, and maintenance strategies. 

Svarte mosse is part of the Biskopsgården district, in Gothenburg, Sweden and is 
known for its natural landscapes, including a central pond, nature trails, running 
tracks, and open fields. The municipality’s primary goal in this transformation is to 
meet the city's need for green spaces, preserve natural values, and create an 
accessible and inviting places for all (Göteborgs Stad, s.d.). As part of the 
municipality’s work, initial dialogues with visitors of Svarte mosse were carried out 
in the beginning of the project to engage participants connected to the area. They 
see this process as essential to ensure that Svarte mosse is developed in 
alignment with the current needs of its residents (Göteborgs Stad, 2024). Given the 
ongoing physical changes in Biskopsgården, a strong dialogue process is 
necessary within the city park mission to create the future park.  

Our degree project aligns with these municipal goals but places a stronger 
emphasis on ongoing residents’ engagement to ensure the new city park reflects 
local aspirations and needs. We explore how participatory methods can integrate 
residents in the entire planning process. We believe that ongoing dialogues should 
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be held at different stages, especially during key decision-making moments. 
Rather than proposing entirely new interventions, our approach builds upon 
existing municipal initiatives, demonstrating that residents can be part of the 
municipality’s decisions. In this way, our project’s ongoing workshops function as 
both an intervention and a critique. We did not aim to replace the municipality’s 
work, but rather to supplement it, highlighting what happens when people are 
consistently involved, and what is lost when they are not. However, this case study 
is not presented as a definitive model, but rather as an exploratory attempt to 
understand how ownership can be fostered through participatory design. Its 
limitations include the bias in our dual role as both designers and researchers. 
Additionally, being limited to one geographical and cultural context means that 
findings may not be universally applicable but rather serve as a starting point for 
further experimentation and reflection in other settings. 

 

Empirical Analysis 
This section provides a description and analysis of the empirical material of the 
Svarte mosse project. The focus lies on the methods and approaches we used 
during the project that are most relevant for the ownership topic. This includes 
insights gathered through the workshops we held with both residents and civil 
servants, where different types of participation were tested and reflected upon. 

 

Workshops: Exploring Participation Through Doing and Dialogue 
Our project centres around the question of how to include residents in the 
planning and development of Svarte mosse as a city park, and more importantly, 
how to ensure that this inclusion is not a one-time effort but an ongoing process. 
Our work unfolded through a series of workshops with residents, each designed to 
create moments of agency, dialogue, and co-creation between residents and the 
space they inhabit. We explored how design methods might contribute to long-
term engagement between residents and the municipality. Together, they exposed 
various tensions, potentials, and limitations in the participatory design of public 
spaces. These workshops did not aim to fix or finalize anything but instead, they 
were designed to spark moments of reflection and agency, and to help us and our 
participants make sense of what participation in this context could look and feel 
like. Throughout the process, we were transparent about our role and how we were 
not representatives of the municipality, but students observing and intervening in 
parallel, trying to create new conditions for dialogue and inclusion. 
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1st workshop: doing and dialogue with residents 
The first workshop was held with residents of Biskopsgården and centred around 
creative expression and open dialogue. The activity focused on decorating a park 
bench in Svarte mosse while having a conversation about what ongoing citizen 
involvement in the development of Svarte mosse could look like. Participants were 
invited to decorate, sit, talk, and simply spend time in the park, which made room 
for meaningful conversations to unfold naturally.  

The structure of the workshop became a platform to gather insights about 
residents’ desires, concerns, and visions for Svarte mosse. What became 
immediately clear was that residents were not familiar with how the municipality 
operates. The institution appeared in their minds as a vague, distant entity: “just a 
picture of the logo”, as one participant described it. They felt disconnected from 
decisions being made now, unsure of who to talk to or how. Residents also 
expressed a desire for more frequent dialogues, not just in the early stages of a 
project. They felt they were not being truly heard, and that their involvement was 
often symbolic.  

2nd workshop: dialogue with civil workers 
In contrast, our second workshop brought together municipal workers. This 
session focused on dialogue about the SKR’s Ladder of Participation 
(Delaktighetstrappan) (Figure 2), which visualizes degrees of resident involvement, 
that goes from being informed, to co-deciding, to being given full decision-making 
power (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2023). 

 
Figure 2. SKR’s Delaktighetstrappa. Reprinted from Delaktighetstrappa och liknande modeller (p.7), by Sveriges 
Kommuner och Landsting, 2023, Copyright 2006. 

Image removed due to 
copyright reasons. 
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The workshop revealed a conflicted view from the municipality’s side, how it is very 
difficult to involve residents in actual decision-making. It was shared that it is often 
more manageable to inform residents about changes rather than include them in 
shaping those changes. It was also noted that “The residents have a lot of opinions 
but not much knowledge”, highlighting a key tension. There appeared to be an 
institutional bias toward expert-driven design, where aesthetics and function are 
more important, and where residents’ input is filtered or even dismissed when 
seen as misaligned with the municipality’s vision. 

3rd workshop: doing with residents 
The third workshop built on both doing and dialogue in Biskopsgården. This time, 
residents were invited to paint three benches, each one representing a different 
future area of the park, as envisioned in the municipality’s plan: the park zone, the 
lakeside area and the forest path. Participants were asked to think about how 
benches in each of these areas should look and were given freedom to paint them 
accordingly. The activity was intentionally open-ended as participants could 
choose colours, paint however they wanted, or simply chat. 

This workshop showed us that most participants didn’t really care about what 
colour the benches were, but they cared about being involved. The activity served 
as a form of participation, yet what participants truly wanted was recognition and 
influence. Their desire was not to design in aesthetic terms, but to shape the future 
of a place they already felt connected to. Another insight came from a resident 
who pointed out that when it comes to Biskopsgården, the municipality often 
claims the residents are “hard to reach”. Yet, in our experience, everyone passing 
by was eager to stop, paint, and talk. This disconnect raises ethical concerns: 
residents being mischaracterized as uninterested or disengaged. But our 
encounters showed the opposite as people care deeply, but they need the space 
and conditions to show it.  

 

Meetings with municipality 
During this project, we had multiple meetings with municipal representatives of 
the Svarte mosse project. Through these meetings we got updates on their project 
and how the development plan is now complete. This document outlines the 
changes to the park for the next 10–15 years. While residents were initially involved 
in dialogues during the early planning phase, this engagement had been 
suspended once the plan was finalized. From now on, their role was reduced to 
being informed about the upcoming changes, with no opportunity for further 
influence. This interruption in dialogue and agency was something residents 
noticed and expressed disappointment during the dialogues in the workshops. 
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Discussion 
This section explores the relationship between participation, ownership, and 
power dynamics in the context of participatory design, using the Svarte mosse 
project as a case study. By comparing Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation (1969, 
2019) with the concept of psychological ownership (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003; Renz 
& Posthuma, 2023), this article investigates how different types of engagement 
influence ownership among participants and reflect on what such ownership can 
bring to a project. The discussion is structured around two key insights: how power 
dynamics influence participation and psychological ownership, and the 
consequences of participants’ ownership.  

 

From Participation to Ownership: Comparing Arnstein and Pierce et al. 
Both Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation (1969, 2019) and Pierce et al. concept of 
psychological ownership (2001, 2003; Renz & Posthuma, 2023) propose 
frameworks that emphasize the importance of power, control, and agency. Even 
though these emerge from different disciplines, the models share a fundamental 
belief that for people to truly engage with a process or project, they must be given 
genuine opportunities to influence it.  

Arnstein’s Ladder of Participation (1969, 2019) offers a framework for 
understanding the gradations of participatory engagement, those being from 
manipulation and tokenism to citizen control. The top three citizen control steps, 
partnership, delegated power, and citizen control, represent what it’s called 
“citizen power”. Similarly, as Pierce et al. (2001, 2003) argue, ownership is not 
merely about being involved but about feeling that something is mine, which is 
developed through three psychological routes: controlling the target, coming to 
intimately know the target, and investing the self into the target. These align with 
the Arnstein’s higher steps of the Ladder of Participation (1969, 2019). Both 
frameworks argue for agency and inclusion in decision-making as key components 
of engagement. They resist surface-level inclusion and instead call for a deeper 
shift where participants are seen not as passive receivers but as co-creators. In 
this sense, the upper levels of Arnstein's ladder (1969, 2019) mirror the routes of 
psychological ownership identified by Pierce et al. (2001, 2003), offering 
overlapping descriptions of what involvement and inclusion should look like in 
practice.  

In the context of our degree project about Svarte mosse, the Arnstein’s framework 
was central to how we designed and evaluated our workshops. Our goal was to 
foster agency through the workshop by giving participants as much power as 
possible, not only in terms of decision-making but in how they could express 
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themselves. Whether it was through open-ended creative expression or offering 
spaces for residents to shape their environment, we consistently tried to reach the 
upper levels of the participation ladder.   

These theoretical insights guided how we structured and evaluated our 
participatory workshops at Svarte mosse. For instance, in the first workshop, 
participants chose which bench to decorate and helped shaped the discussions 
that followed, allowing them to influence not only the outcome but also the 
process itself. The workshop sparked valuable conversations about residents’ 
desires, concerns, and visions for Svarte mosse, with many expressing a wish for 
more frequent and sustained dialogues between them and the municipality. From 
the perspective of Arnstein’s ladder, the current municipality engagement reflects 
participation situated at the lower steps, perhaps consultation, at best. While 
there was an opportunity for input, there was no sense of actual influence or 
decision-making power. However, the act of decorating the bench created an 
opportunity for self-investment, one of the key routes to psychological ownership 
according to Pierce et al. (2001, 2003). While simple, the act of doing something 
together in a space that mattered to them fostered a brief but tangible connection 
and control among participants.  

The second workshop, which included representatives from the municipality, 
focused on the challenges of involving residents and the assumptions that civil 
servants often have about residents and their knowledge. This conversation 
revealed a key limitation in how participatory processes are frequently 
implemented and practiced, where they are often not designed to share power, but 
to justify pre-made decisions. From the perspective of psychological ownership, 
this is problematic. Ownership arises when individuals can control, invest in, and 
develop intimate knowledge of the target (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003; Renz & 
Posthuma, 2023). When participation is limited to being informed, none of these 
conditions are met, making the development of ownership impossible. 

In the third workshop, residents’ agency became even more evident by the creative 
freedom they were given to paint benches and decide how they should look based 
on their location in the park. While the task was to paint benches, what emerged 
was not merely aesthetics but a moment of collective agency. The residents were 
less concerned about specific colours and more focused on being included in 
decision-making process. This relates directly to the concept of ownership (Pierce 
et al., 2001, 2003) through self-investment, as they contributed their own time and 
ideas into the benches, building attachment. From the perspective of Arnstein’s 
Ladder (1969, 2019), this moment reflected a subtle shift upwards, from 
consultation to something closer to partnership. Residents were not just asked for 
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opinions or feedback, but they were influencing the outcome in real time. Power 
was redistributed through the ability to act and shape the process. 

These examples illustrate not only the opportunities but also the ethical 
responsibilities that come with participatory design. If we aim to foster ownership 
in participation design projects, we must understand which conditions ownership 
needs to grow, and what it can become when it is denied. Across all sessions, we 
intentionally avoided setting rigid formats or fixed deliverables. Instead, we 
prioritized flexibility, active listening, and creating space for self-expression and 
dialogue. We planned multiple workshops, as our project reflects our belief that it 
is not enough to be consulted at a single stage, but meaningful participation 
requires continuous involvement and sustained dialogue over time. As Juel et al. 
(2023) note, “an amount of time was necessary for ownership to emerge” (p. 8), 
reinforcing that psychological ownership cannot be created instantly but it must be 
cultivated through ongoing engagement. Our hope was to move beyond 
consultation and toward the higher steps of the Ladder of Participation, where 
residents could feel that their input had a real impact and that their time and 
contributions were valued (Arnstein, 1969, 2019).  

This desire for inclusion stands in contrast to the municipality’s approach in Svarte 
mosse, where participatory efforts began strong when residents were invited to 
early dialogues to discuss about the park’s future. However, once the development 
plan was finalized, these dialogues ended. The project has shifted toward 
informational meetings rather than collaborative ones, effectively closing the door 
on continued resident influence. This break in engagement is problematic as 
Arnstein would describe as a fall back to tokenism. The initial dialogues gave the 
illusion of influence, but once the feedback is collected, residents’ agency is often 
no longer seen as necessary. These non-sustained actions in public planning risk 
being performative rather than transformative. From the lens of psychological 
ownership, this also illustrates how easily ownership can be lost or distorted when 
the opportunity for controlling the target disappears. Ownership, as Juel et al. 
(2023) explain, requires an ongoing relationship with the object or space. Here, 
that relationship was interrupted, and what remained was not empowerment but 
disappointment. From both Arnstein (1969, 2019) and Pierce et al.’s (2001, 2003) 
perspectives, this approach fails to provide the conditions needed for genuine 
power-sharing and, therefore, psychological ownership. Both frameworks 
emphasize the transformative potential of power-sharing. The conditions needed 
to foster psychological ownership are similar conditions that define genuine citizen 
participation in Arnstein's model (1969, 2019). Through our workshops, we aimed 
to create these conditions to support the residents in becoming active influencers 
of their environment, shifting from participants to co-owners of the future of Svarte 
mosse.  
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Consequences of Ownership: What Ownership brings to a 
participatory design project 
If we understand participation as a route to psychological ownership, we must also 
ask: What does ownership bring in return? Why should we care whether 
participants feel ownership over a place, a process, or a design outcome? It 
becomes crucial to explore what ownership offers to both the ones involved and 
the project itself. While ownership is often seen as a desirable outcome, theory 
shows that the consequences of psychological ownership are not always positive.  

In participatory design, there is a belief that participation leads to positive 
transformations for the ones taking part in. As Kraff (2018) writes, “It is my belief 
that participatory processes can lead to positive transformations for the people 
involved. However, I do at the same time recognize that participation is inherently 
ambiguous and complex, and that this makes it vulnerable to unjust practices” (p. 
5). Similarly, Kraff and Jernsand (2014) reflect on their own experiences, 
highlighting how easy it is to fall into overly optimistic narratives: “We often 
highlighted the positive aspects of working in a participatory manner, and how this 
allowed for a democratic and transparent process. However, this rather optimistic 
focus started to feel uneasy after a while” (p. 1598).  

These reflections show that participatory processes and outcomes are not 
automatically beneficial. Psychological ownership carries both positive and 
negative consequences (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003). On the one hand, ownership 
can lead to acts of citizenship, personal sacrifice, stewardship, and responsibility. 
People are more likely to care for and protect something they feel is theirs. In the 
Svarte mosse project, this was evident in the third workshop, where residents 
enthusiastically participated in painting benches. Their involvement reflected a 
desire to take part in shaping their environment.  

However, psychological ownership can also lead to negative behaviours, including 
possessiveness, obsession, resistance to change, distress, or even sabotage. 
Pierce et al. (2001, 2003) highlight these risks, emphasizing that when people feel 
a strong ownership, they may act to defend it, even against necessary or beneficial 
changes, if these are done without their involvement. As Pierce at al. (2003) note, 
“Change in owned objects may be positively or negatively oriented, depending on if 
the change is self-initiated or imposed” (p. 102). This insight is especially relevant 
to Svarte mosse, where the change to a city park was imposed without residents. 
Although residents were invited to participate early in the process and provided 
input on priorities, their continued involvement was ceased after the development 
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plan was finalized. This creates a situation that increases the risk of a negative 
behaviour related to ownership.  

In participatory design, this becomes a crucial ethical consideration. If designers 
want to foster psychological ownership without ongoing dialogue or shared 
responsibility, they may unintentionally create conditions for disappointment or 
conflict. Ownership without clear boundaries or transparency can lead to 
frustration, especially if people feel their contributions are later ignored or 
overruled. Therefore, fostering psychological ownership through participation 
demands more than just inviting people in. It requires ongoing communication, 
transparency, and negotiation of expectations. In our project, we tried to remain 
mindful of these responsibilities. These moments helped us reflect on how 
complex participation and ownership really are. It’s not simply a matter of letting 
people decorate a bench or answer a question, it’s about recognizing and 
respecting their emotional and intellectual investment in their environment. 

This concern is particularly relevant in the case of Svarte mosse, where the 
municipality discontinued resident involvement after finalizing the action plan 
which may unintentionally undermine the trust and ownership built in earlier 
dialogues. When people are invited to contribute but then excluded from further 
decision-making, their ownership can transform into disappointment or even 
resentment. In contrast, our workshops emphasized continuity and residents' 
ability to shape both process and content, even when dealing with small elements 
like benches. This allowed residents not just to feel heard, but to feel responsible 
and emotionally connected to the outcomes. 

If participation is a pathway to ownership, then participatory design must take 
responsibility for the consequences of that ownership, both the positive and the 
negative ones. Ownership can be a powerful tool for building long-term 
engagement, but only when it’s nurtured through genuine power-sharing, 
transparency, and ongoing collaboration. Designing for ownership means 
designing for care, but also for conflict. It demands careful facilitation, long-term 
commitment, and above all, an honest engagement with the complexities of 
shared control.  

 

Conclusion 
This paper has explored how participatory design practices can foster ownership 
among residents, and what role does power dynamics play in that process. 
Through an analysis of the Svarte mosse project, this article has examined the 
complex relationship between participation, psychological ownership, and power 
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dynamics in participatory design. By comparing Arnstein’s (1969, 2019) Ladder of 
Participation with psychological ownership theory (Pierce et al., 2001, 2003; Renz 
& Posthuma, 2023), it becomes evident that genuine power-sharing is a necessary 
condition for meaningful participation and the emergence of ownership. Both 
frameworks emphasize the importance of real influence, opportunities for self-
expression, and sustained involvement over time. These elements are not just 
theoretical ideals but practical requirements for fostering trust, engagement, and 
care within communities. 

Insights from the workshops at Svarte mosse demonstrate that ownership can 
begin to take root when participants are given the space to shape both the process 
and its outcomes. These participatory pathways to ownership thrive in 
environments that prioritize ongoing dialogue and flexibility. This stands in contrast 
to the municipality’s more static, one-off consultation methods, which risk falling 
into tokenism and lack of trust. Without continued involvement, participants may 
feel used rather than included, resulting in disillusionment and a lack of emotional 
investment. However, this paper also highlights that ownership is not inherently 
positive. While it can lead to empowerment, care, and engagement, it may also 
generate conflict, disappointment, or feelings of exclusion when expectations are 
unmet. This underlines the ethical responsibility of designers and institutions to 
handle ownership with care, being mindful of how responsibilities and 
expectations are co-created and managed. 

Designing for ownership, therefore, is not simply about offering participation, but it 
is about designing for relationships, shared responsibility, and collective control. It 
requires a shift in institutional thinking, from treating participation as a checkbox 
exercise to embracing it as a long-term, evolving commitment. Ultimately, true 
participation and ownership have the potential to empower communities, foster 
agency and inclusion, and shape urban development in more just and responsive 
ways. For participatory design to realize this potential, both designers and 
institutions must be willing to engage in the slow, often messy, but deeply 
transformative work of building shared futures together. 
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