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Abstract: The article presents a discussion on the anatomy of place-making within the framework of the communi-
cation processes against the background of social order in a post-socialist city. The main aim of the text is to look at 
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bourhood communities. In the article we propose, the social communication and participation processes are among the 
key factors responsible for creating urban spaces. We are presenting a place-making case study, using the example of 
Asnyk Square in Poznań. In this context, we are analysing social attitudes and social communication, which took place 
in the course of the place-making processes and influenced urban planning activities. The discussed case is complicat-
ed and provides no easy solutions.
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Introduction

Small social groups and communities hold an 
enormous potential for change. They are referred 
to as “units of transformation, a bridge between 
individual existence and the larger communi-
ty and a source of common belonging” (Block 
2009: 95). Neighbourhood becomes the primary 
small, urban social group. That is probably the 
reason why neighbourhood life in a large city 
has been fascinating researchers for years. The 
literature on the subject is full of theoretical and 
empirical works which explore the problems of 

the organisation and life of neighbourhood com-
munities in the city (Jackobs 1961; Downs 1981; 
Forrest 2000; Galster 2001; Low 2004; Middleton, 
Murie, Groves 2005; Novy 2011).

The perspective of place-making analysis that 
interests us is the approach which focuses on the 
communication processes which occur in con-
nection with the transformations of urban spatial 
micro-worlds. We are inspired by the assump-
tions pointing to the role of social communica-
tion in creating spaces (Adams 2005, 2009, 2017; 
Jansson, Falkheimer 2006). According to Jansson 
and Falkheimer (2006: 7), “the linkage between 
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geography and communication lies in the fact 
that all forms of communication occur in space, 
and that all spaces are produced through rep-
resentation, which occurs by means of commu-
nication“. With reference to these words, we are 
trying to present the trajectory of communication 
processes which accompanied the place-making 
process in a Polish post-socialist city. Do citizens’ 
attitudes to the redevelopment of urban places 
really depend on whether they are attached to 
these places or not, or whether they are able to 
discuss reconstructions or not?

For that purpose, we decided to take a clos-
er look at the mechanisms which accompanied 
the transformation of one of Poznań neighbour-
hoods. The main aim of our study was to es-
tablish the anatomy of place-making processes 
in the context of communicational actions. Of 
course, our perspective, which is a post-socialist 
social order in the city, is also important. We will 
attempt to provide answers to the following re-
search questions:
1.	 How is the communication background of 

place-making processes created, from the 
post-socialist city perspective?

2.	 What kind of social communication accompa-
nies place-making processes from the citizens’ 
point of view?
We may suppose that the psychological mech-

anisms in the local communities of San Francisco, 
Poznań, Liverpool, Johannesburg or Hanoi will 
be the same, just like the psycho-cognitive pro-
cesses in humans. Regardless of the geographical 
longitude and latitude, every member of a local 
community may feel reluctant towards chang-
es on their territory (the immediate neighbour-
hood), which have not been discussed with them 
before. On top of this, even if the changes have 
been discussed, they provoke quite natural resist-
ance of the social matter (Saint, Flavell, Fox 2009; 
Devine-Wright (ed.) 2015). After all, who likes 
changes in life, especially if they affect our imme-
diate environment? However, when discussing 
the mechanisms of change, we should remember 
that these common psychological schemata oc-
cur in various social orders as well as in various 
cultures – communication systems (Dear 1992; 
Wiliams 2000; Schirato, Yell 2000; Miller, Das, 
Chakravarthy 2011; Gu Hongyan 2016). Hence, 
place-making in different cities around the world 
may show similarities, but it can or even should 

also show differences (in the causes, course and/
or effects), resulting from the fact that it is set in 
different social orders and, consequently, differ-
ent narratives of life. In other words, the commu-
nication framework in a given culture can affect 
the formation of ordinary places. We do hope 
that the discussion inspired by these questions 
will cause some reaction among the readers and 
encourage them to think more deeply about both 
the universality and limitations of place-making 
ideas. We think that our case-study is interesting 
because of:
–– its setting in the post-socialist realities of ur-

ban space,
–– the possibility of following the whole social 

process of constructing an ordinary place in 
the space,

–– the temporal dimension (which is even more 
interesting). We were able to observe various 
stages of this matter in great detail, while not 
being constrained with the problems involved 
in a post factum analysis.

Theoretical background

Social attitudes towards place-making on the 
neighbourhood level

We are advocates of the thesis that urban life 
comes down to the life of local micro-worlds. 
Neither the inhabitants of the enormous city of 
Calcutta, nor of the cosy Italian town of Siena, nor 
Poznań, a Polish city which is our research area, 
live in the city as a whole. Their lives take place 
in socio-spatial micro-worlds, and the neigh-
bourhood micro-world is constitutive of a good 
life for a city inhabitant. Hence, the “battle for ur-
ban space”, which we believe to be of key impor-
tance, happens at the level of local interactions 
(Martin 2003). In our opinion, this local character 
comes down to grass-roots actions, in which the 
inhabitants of certain areas do not act to carry 
out macro-structural transformations in the city 
(bottom-up), but to introduce changes in the local 
environment, which they are really interested in 
(Walljasper 2007; Anguelowski 2013). Warrens’ 
community classification (1975), Wellman and 
Leighton’s types of communities changing in 
time (1979), categories of gated communities 
distinguished by Blakely and Snyder (1997) or 
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Grant and Mittelsteadt (2004) are among the 
many milestones in the narrative of neighbour-
hood life in the city. Currently, one of the glob-
ally held debates on local communities is the one 
concerning place-making (Lepofsky, Fraser 2003; 
Friedmann 2010; Anguelowski 2013). The debate 
is held from the perspective of the spatial effects 
of place-making, as well as the social causes, the 
course and effects of the planning activities. In 
our work, we would like to take a closer look at 
the anatomy of such social attitudes accompany-
ing the process of place-making from the point of 
view of a very local, even neighbourhood-based 
trajectory of change.

Neighbourhood life, and neighbourhood life 
in a large city in particular, is the source of var-
ious, often conflicting attitudes. In our opinion, 
the expression “social attitudes” is a key one. 
The functioning of a neighbourhood communi-
ty in a large city immanently involves expressive 
attitudes due to the close, local and territorial 
character of the neighbourhood. These tensions 
include those resulting from the relationships 
between the neighbourhood community and the 
surroundings, as well as those within the commu-
nity itself. Trying to describe the specificity of the 
former, Harvey (1996) indicated that a common 
phenomenon is the closing up of the people liv-
ing in one area in order to prevent the invasion of 
socially unaccepted groups. If we add the activity 
of city authorities and city visitors, the participa-
tion of developers and other external entities in 
the city, it turns out that there are many exog-
enous factors causing social tensions in neigh-
bourhood societies (Clark, Kearns et al. 2016; 
Patterson 2016). When we complete this picture 
of potential tensions in neighbourhoods with in-
ternal differences – ethnic (Glikman, Semyonov 
2012; Hanhörster, Weck 2016), social (Wu, Feng 
Hou et al. 2011) and economic (Owens 2012), 
potential conflicts become practically inevitable 
(Buitrago 2013). Some of the tensions and con-
flicts are destructive to urban social structures. 
In some cases, however, these tensions should 
be treated as developmental and structure-cre-
ative (Miessen 2011). Publications concerning 
social participation and collaborative actions are 
dominated by a discussion about avoiding, an-
ticipating and defusing conflict situations (Moote 
et al. 1997; Reed 2008). However, there are also 
works which present civil disobedience as either 

a creative state with social tensions being a motor 
of socio-economic development (Miessen 2011; 
Pløger 2004), or like in the scientific discourse 
regarding the NIMBY syndrome, as something 
ordinary and commonplace (McClymont 2011).

A post-socialist perspective as one of many

When joining the discussion about social atti-
tudes towards ordinary place-making, it is worth 
remembering that the social nature of people does 
not exist in isolation. On the one hand, this social 
human nature (see: place attachment theory) may 
provoke similar reactions in various cities around 
the world (Anguelovski 2003). On the other hand, 
however, cultural differences have an influence 
on the behaviours, social communications and 
attitudes of the world cities’ inhabitants (Oakes, 
Price 2008). Both, individual behaviours and local 
social activity are often set in specific social orders, 
which have been developing for centuries and 
have gone through many rapid historical turns. 
We believe that the analysis of place-making ac-
tivity must involve “exploring indigenous ontol-
ogies” (Larsen, Johnson 2016), and in that context 
– social or even communicational mechanism. 
In our case, it means referring to a post-socialist 
city as an interpretational area (Andrusz, Harloe 
et al. 1996; Kotus 2006; Tsenkova, Nedović-Budić 
2006; Hirt, Ferenčuhová et al. 2017). The reader 
may of course immediately question the existence 
of a “post-socialist city reality”. Such thinking is 
highly probable if the reader has not been familiar 
with such a city before. We believe that not only 
does a post-socialist city reality exist, but it is also 
internally diversified if we compare cities in dif-
ferent Central and East European countries. We 
are talking about cities in countries like Poland, 
the Czech Republic, Lithuania, Romania, Bulgaria 
or Albania, which have been following the path of 
a more or less democratic social order for 25 years. 
On the one hand, the societies of these cities and 
countries often belong to economic, political and 
social structures deriving from Western cultures 
(for example, participation in social activity, com-
munication rituals, legitimisation of power). On 
the other hand, they bear a very strong imprint of 
Soviet Russia. The countries listed above are con-
tinually developing European democracies, and 
the mechanisms which were determining urban 
development in this part of Europe for at least 50 
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years, stigmatised their spatial structure, as well 
as the mentality, lifestyles, views and approach-
es of these cities’ residents, social interaction and 
patterns of social communication. For the last 
quarter of the century, the cities of post-socialist 
countries have undergone accumulated process-
es of socio-spatial structure transformation. The 
processes, which in the West European countries 
were going on for many decades, took only slight-
ly over twenty years and have not finished yet in 
post-socialist Europe. Similarly, the citizen de-
mocracy in this part of Europe is still very fragile 
and sensitive, including the forms of communica-
tion of the authorities (also city authorities) with 
the citizens and the other way round. The devel-
opment of civil liberties is certainly burdened 
by the fact that before 1989 the citizens of Polish 
cities could either agree to the authorities’ ideas 
(local and party-dependent at the same time) and 
praise them, or remain silent. Expressing opin-
ions which were different from those accepted by 
the authorities was punished with imprisonment 
and declaring a person as “an enemy of the peo-
ple”. The authorities (also the city ones) had to 
be listened to and obeyed. Those who disagreed 
could only stay quiet or protest. As a result, the 
processes of communication between the author-
ities and the inhabitants of Polish cities are often 
marked with rebellion, resistance and rejection of 
the authorities’ actions.

Let us not forget here about regional historical 
changes. In the case of Poznań – it is a history 
of social protests dating back to the second parti-
tion of Poland in 1793. From that time until 1989, 
Poznań was subjected to strong social, political 
and economic influences of different occupiers 
for nearly two centuries. Poznań could function 
as a fully independent city only between 1918 
and 1945, and later, after the Round Table Talks 
in Poland and the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. 
“Standing up against authorities” became some-
thing natural for a Pole and a Poznań resident; 
legitimisation of authority is something rare and 
highly unnatural. It can be said that protest and 
objection is something the inhabitants of this re-
gion have inherited from the previous genera-
tions (Davis 1981).

Hence, when you are reading the next empir-
ical subchapters, wondering about the behav-
iours of city authorities and the inhabitants of the 
Asnyk Square area, bear in mind this background, 

which is not only a socio-historical veil, but also 
a strongly internalised system of behaviour pat-
terns and social norms.

Methods of research

We are of the opinion that individual case 
studies allow us to explain more accurately and 
profoundly the mechanisms of human actions in 
the context that interests us – behaviours in space 
and with reference to space. Hence, in the course 
of the study, we used methods which enabled 
us to look at the case study from a socio-ethno-
graphic point of view or, in more descriptive 
words, from the perspective of local actions and 
inhabitants’ opinions:
–– a social action trajectory – identification of the 

communication processes of place-making,
–– a study of collective opinions – a survey – 

identification of the declarative attitudes,
–– selected in-depth interviews (IDI) – identifica-

tion of more-grounded attitudes.
As regards the social action trajectory, we are 

building a specific axis of time and events which 
took place during the public discussions about 
Asnyk Square, about taking successive decisions 
and about the turns of action when those deci-
sions were being announced by the authorities. 
We suspect that creating such a trajectory will 
enable the readers to notice the similarities and 
differences between actions in similar cases and 
it will show the stages and mechanisms of com-
munication processes. The axis will be of course 
supplemented with our comments and a quali-
tative description of individual attitudes during 
the place-making process in Asnyk Square, in 
order to establish the actual social attitudes that 
emerged during its transformation.

The study of collective opinions was conduct-
ed by means of a quantitative survey carried 
out among the local community of the area ad-
jacent to the square. We used the convenience 
(non-probability) sampling method which al-
lowed us to reach the available inhabitants of the 
Jeżyce neighbourhood. We were able to collect 
102 questionnaires, with nearly half of them re-
turned by permanent residents of the Jeżyce area 
who had not changed their place of residence for 
over 10 years. The respondents varied as regards 
their age, gender, education and length of stay at 
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the present place of residence. 61% of them were 
female and 39% were male. The most numerous 
age groups consisted of people aged 30–39 (30%) 
and 25–29 (22%). The least numerous were the 
extreme age groups, including persons aged 70 
and above (5%) and 18–24 (7%). The respondents’ 
level of education was higher (61%), secondary 
(30%) or vocational (9%). The questionnaire con-
sisted of nine, often multiple closed questions. In 
some of them, the Likert scale was used; others 
were based on the semantic differential scale, still 
others involved a simple choice of statements de-
scribing the attitudes – respondents were also 
allowed to state other comments, some of which 
are used and cited in our paper. The question-
naire also included questions regarding the eval-
uation of the square’s state before revitalisation.

The chapter also presents materials from two 
in-depth interviews. The first respondent is a 
member of the City Council, who was engaged in 
the revitalisation process. The second is a current 
member of the Community Council. However, 

during the revitalisation of the square, he was 
the only one involved informally as a member of 
a local movement. The aim of both sociological 
studies was to recognise the declarative attitudes 
held by the local community two years after the 
conflict around the square. Someone may ask 
why we waited with social research two years af-
ter the changes. We wanted to avoid in this way, 
during the survey research and in inhabitants’ 
answers, the echo of social protests.

A short story of one place – 
an empirical study

Description of the study area

The ”one square” and ”one local communi-
ty” which appear in the title may be defined as 
“the community around Asnyk Square” (Fig.  1 
and Fig. 2). Asnyk Square covers the area of 
2,256 m2 and is situated among the old buildings 

Fig. 1. Asnyk Square before renovation.
Source: own compilation.
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of the Poznań city centre (the map of the area: 
http://spatial-behavior.pl/maps/asnyka.html). 
Originally, it was a private garden belonging to 
the bourgeois Kosicki family, which they gave 
to the city in 1930. The benefactors made it clear 
that the area must never be built up and was to 
serve as a public space available to the inhabit-
ants. Their condition was significant, considering 
that currently this area is the only open square 
furnished with benches and playground facilities 
within the area of several neighbourhoods. It is 
surrounded by old, compact tenement houses. 
Thus, it is a deliberately designed meeting place 
for the members of the local community.

During the interwar period, a part of the 
square was a football ground, which belonged 
to St. Kazimierz Private Elementary School – an 
exclusive educational institution attended by 
children from intelligentsia families. After the 
Second World War, Asnyk Square was a place 
where the inhabitants liked to meet and rest. It 
included a sandpit and a modest playground. In 

winter, an additional attraction for children and 
teenagers was a provisional ice rink, arranged 
on the fire water reservoir, dug by the city au-
thorities. Paradoxically, such places flourished in 
socialist times. The city and the party authorities 
were in fact one body, so it was very easy to take a 
decision to renovate recreational facilities for the 
“working class”. The fence, benches, playground 
and football ground equipment were renovated 
and repainted once a year. It is easy to guess that 
the symbolical date set for these activities was 1st 
May – the key holiday in a socialist state.

The anatomy of place-making in the context 
of social communication

Full of tall and low-growing greenery, Asnyk 
Square functioned as a place where people met 
to rest, talk and play until 2012. Despite the 
fact that most of its facilities were dedicated to 
children (sandpits, the playground and basket-
ball court), the inhabitants of the nearby houses 

Fig. 2. Asnyk Square after renovation.
Source: own compilation.
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took advantage of it regardless of age or gender. 
Although the aesthetics of some elements of the 
area development caused some controversies, 
the place itself remained socially liveable. It en-
abled the local inhabitants to meet and they ac-
tually visited the place very willingly, which was 
confirmed by one of them: 

”There, where the old square used to be, a fan-
tastic picnic was organised. Half a year before that 
famous revitalisation. People came, it was like a 
breakfast market. This became popular in Poznań 
later, at different places. Totally spontaneous.”

While in the socialist times the square was 
regularly renovated, mainly for propaganda pur-
poses, after 1989, when the market economy was 
introduced, the decisions concerning the renova-
tion of Asnyk Square were not related to propa-
ganda any more. It was the money that started 
to count; the decisions depended on whether the 
city authorities had sufficient financial resourc-
es and whether there were other priorities re-
garding the spatial development of the city. The 
square continued to be the centre of local life, but 
it was slowly degrading.

Local authorities take a decision – Attitude I: 
“We know better”

We are singling out the year 2012 for a reason. 
It was when the local authorities took the decision 
concerning the revitalisation of the square and 
presented a provisional plan. However, it stayed 
on the shelf for nearly a year at the City Hall and 
nothing was being done. A year later, one of the 
local councillors, who was at the same time a 
neighbourhood inhabitant, submitted a project 
to the Poznań civic budget, proposing to restore 
the Art Nouveau character of Asnyk Square and 
transform it into the “Jeżyce salon” (Jeżyce – a 
Poznań district). The idea was not sufficiently 
supported by the inhabitants of Poznań and the 
project did not receive subsidies. In this situation, 
its author decided to apply for an urban grant for 
community councils. Eventually, one quarter of 
the needed resources was obtained, 50% of which 
were provided from the city budget and 50% 
from the community council budget.

The project included: dismantling the existing 
elements of infrastructure (playground), hard-
ening the surface by paving it with granite setts, 

reducing and refurnishing the part for children, 
installing an outside gym for adults, planting 
greenery, installing a fence and small architecture 
elements, benches, etc. The body responsible for 
those tasks was the Urban Green Administration 
Office (Zarząd Zieleni Miejskiej) in Poznań. 
Considering what happened later, it is important 
that the seats were to be made of concrete, and 
the playground zone surface – of polyurethane. 
The area intended for greenery was very limited; 
actually, the whole central part of the square was 
to be paved with setts (77% of the area includ-
ed in the project). Such plans meant changing 
the square – assumedly a meeting place – into a 
paved area without any greenery.

After finishing the design work, the city start-
ed to put it into practice. By the end of 2013, they 
had managed to dismantle the existing elements, 
pave the square and lay the foundations for the 
concrete seats. Also, the equipment for the new 
playground and the outside gym had been pur-
chased. In the second year, the local community 
said: “Stop!” Having seen what was being done 
to the square, the inhabitants realised what the 
end-result will be.

The inhabitants begin to act – Attitude II: 
“Let’s talk in Social Media”

The late and sudden awakening of the neigh-
bourhood community resulted from the fact that it 
was excluded from decision-taking at the stage of 
designing the revitalisation project. Revitalisation 
works surprised the inhabitants – they criticised 
them and organised a protest in December 2013. 
The aim of the protesters was to withhold the 
works and introduce changes to the project. They 
placed slogans on the fence, expressing their re-
fusal to accept revitalisation according to the au-
thorities’ vision. The inhabitants organised them-
selves very quickly, with the help of the Internet 
and social media. In January 2014, they organised 
a protest in the square, in the form of a happen-
ing, during which the inhabitants’ postulates were 
read out and a symbolical picnic was organised. 
On that day, the inhabitants erected the statue of 
a paving stone into the square’s space – a sarcas-
tic comment on a product which, in their opinion, 
changed the square into “a salon of the dead”. 
Such a paraphrase of the “Jeżyce salon” slogan 
promoted by the officials referred to the plans 
to harden the square surface and place boards 
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commemorating meritorious neighbourhood in-
habitants. The monument, which was put in the 
square for one day, was a symbolical expression 
of the objection to paving most of the square. As 
part of the protest, the inhabitants wrote a peti-
tion, soon signed by nearly 500 people living near 
the square. For the purposes of ad hoc coordination 
and in order to keep posted about what is being 
done, the inhabitants created a dedicated profile on 
Facebook: “Asnyk Square for people. Movement 
against the salon of the dead”. The profile quickly 
attracted other people and the number of “likes” 
approached one thousand. Its significance for the 
whole movement for introducing changes to the 
project was stressed by one of the in-depth study 
participants, who admitted that:

 “More was happening on Facebook than physi-
cally, in the area (…)”.

The postulates of the indignant inhabitants, ar-
ticulated during the protests, in traditional media 
and in social media, encompassed the following:
–– removal of the paving setts,
–– enlarging the playground and adding a sand-

pit as well as toys helping children to inte-
grate,

–– getting rid of the fence and replacing it with a 
low hedge,

–– sowing a lawn,
–– providing entertainment for users represent-

ing different age groups,
–– placing chess and ping-pong tables in the 

square,
–– setting up a small football ground.

Without communication between formal 
Community Council representatives and the 
local community – Attitude III: “We represent 
neighbours”

The urban institution which, by principle, is 
a link between the inhabitants and the city au-
thorities is the Community Council. Its mem-
bers should have looked after the interests of the 
neighbourhood inhabitants when the Poznań au-
thorities started to execute a project which had 
such a strong influence on the local community’s 
life. The community council is chosen in elec-
tions. In the case presented herein, it did not ac-
quit well of its duties and did not meet the com-
munity’s expectations. To make matters worse, 

a representative of the Council felt entitled to 
speak on behalf of the whole community and 
“consulted” the project with representatives of 
the city institutions on her own. She continued to 
behave this way even after she had been formally 
deprived of the right to represent the Council’s 
standpoint. It is worth adding that it was the same 
person that had submitted the project to the civic 
budget earlier, who came up with ideas for intro-
ducing changes in the square. In this situation, 
the inhabitants addressed their reproaches and 
objections directly to the Community Council.

One of the inhabitants said:

“The Council mentioned consultations, but 
it seemed just like chatting to friends from the 
neighbourhood”.

All the city authorities did was informing the 
inhabitants about top-down decisions.

Another inhabitant said:

“Information boards appeared, saying what 
was being built there. Here, they were put main-
ly on the corner – the investor’s boards. They were 
to convince people. Such a beautiful visualisation. 
Most things were simply in green. This is rather 
one-directional information”.

Problems with the flow of information be-
tween city institutions were also signalled by one 
of the alderwomen, who was a member of the 
grant commission:

“As a commission, we did not understand from 
the proposal at all that somebody wants to pave 
this green, grassy area. We assumed that it would 
be as it was – a green playground, and that some-
one wants to install some new toys there. Just buy 
and place them there. There was one large sandpit 
and we didn’t even think of getting rid of it. All of a 
sudden, setts appeared all over the square. A whole 
lot of these setts, an awful lot! And the commotion 
started.”

During the same interview, the Community 
Council representative clearly stressed the con-
flict of interest between the community and the 
authors of the project (at the time – members of 
the Community Council), which concerned turn-
ing Asnyk Square into the “Jeżyce salon”:
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“The expectations of these two ladies who start-
ed the campaign (Community Council members – 
the authors’ comment) were completely different 
from the expectations of the inhabitants who actu-
ally used this square and went there with children. 
They wanted the place to be kids-friendly – a lot of 
sand, a lot of grass. And the two ladies wanted a 
beautiful place for adults”.

An attempt to relieve the tensions – Attitude 
IV: “It’s easy to be wise after the event”

After the first protest, the Director of the 
Urban Green Administration Office assured the 
inhabitants that they would be allowed to sub-
mit their comments regarding the project and he 
planned public consultations. We should stress 
the fact that they were planned after the construc-
tion works had begun. As a result, it was too late 
to introduce radical changes to the project, and 
the situation was made even more difficult by of-
ficials, who refused to allocate additional means 
to revitalise the square. Ignored at the designing 
stage, the inhabitants were afraid of pretentious 
consultations, which would not offer any possi-
bilities of real change.

The moves were not satisfactory for the in-
habitants. Their remarks were still not taken into 
account, and the provisions of the tender clear-
ly stated that the revitalisation of the square will 
follow the original plan.

The subsequent protest in the middle of 
2014 resulted in the intervention of the Poznań 
vice-president. The Director of the Urban Green 
Administration Office was excluded from the 
works, and the project became subject to the next 
round of consultations. Also in this case, commu-
nity workers had many reservations, especially 
regarding the dates of meetings. When the rep-
resentatives of the city authorities informed they 
would be absent, the meetings were postponed, 
but if a representative of the inhabitants could 
not come – the meeting was held anyway. Here 
is what one of the inhabitants told us during an 
in-depth interview about the attendance at the 
consultation meetings: 

“And then the meetings started. Several. In 
the school in Jeżyce, one or two, and at least two 
in the City Hall. There were more or less 10 of us. 
Sometimes 500 people signed but only 10 came. But 

that’s how it is with most things, because it’s rath-
er impossible to attract more people to this sort of 
things”.

A partial compromise was commented by one 
of the alderwomen in the following words:

“And later, negotiations followed. One com-
munity councillor, then another one – everybody 
quarrelled with everybody else, asked who could 
have approved of such a plan. Finally, they came to 
a kind of a compromise – the investor agreed to take 
off some of the setts, but not too many. They also 
agreed to put in some more playground equipment; 
earlier, it was to be symbolic. First they said there 
would be no sandpit. What for? The kids will take 
the sand home. But finally, they agreed to put in the 
sandpit as well”.

A short summary of place-making in the 
context of communication

The anatomy of communication schemes 
around the renovation of Asnyk Square in 
Poznań enabled us to identify the social atti-
tudes of several entities. We named these atti-
tudes, using the behavioural model of partici-
pation developed by Kotus and Sowada (2017) 
and extending Arnstein’s ladder (1969). Arnstein 
finished her ladder of participation on the citizen 
power. Nevertheless Kotus and Sowada asked 
what happened when citizens weren’t able to 
move from the tokenism stage to citizen pow-
er. To answer this question, the authors added 
another four levels of social action to the behav-
ioural model of participation: awakening, civil 
disobedience, radicalisation, rebellion. All of 
these “new” ways of participation, according to 
Kotus and Sowada, are characteristic of societies 
and communities which are blocked in their cit-
izens’ rights.

Here are the attitudes we identified in our 
desk and field research:

Attitude I “We know better” – city authorities’ 
tokenism

This attitude is related to the decision con-
cerning the revitalisation of the square, taken by 
the local authorities. Regrettably, it was just a de-
cision (without any follow-up action) and it was 
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not consulted with the inhabitants. Given lack 
of action on the part of the local authorities, this 
decision overlapped with the opinions of some 
members of the Community Council. They de-
cided to take matters into their own hands and 
started to apply for financing the revitalisation 
from the city competition funds. Those are spe-
cial low-budget grants for the local communities 
of Poznań to implement interesting urban plan-
ning ideas. In this particular case, the Community 
Council started to act, but again without consul-
tations with the inhabitants. Somewhat secret-
ly, the plan to create the “elegant Jeżyce salon” 
started to come into life. The authors of the pro-
ject, who were at the same time members of the 
Community Council, started to implement their 
ideas. We may close this stage with a comment 
regarding the attitudes presented by the city 
authorities and the members of the Community 
Council: public means nobody’s, so perhaps 
mine, almost private.

Attitude II “Let’s talk in Social Media” – the 
awakening of the local community

The city authorities took it at face value that 
someone wants to deal with the “problem” in-
stead of them. They allocated minimum grant 
means and believed that it would work out 
somehow. The project started to be put into life. 
First, benches and structures for children were 
removed from the square. It is easy to guess that 
the NIMBY mechanism appeared right away. 
When the inhabitants saw what was happening, 
they awakened, communicated and started to in-
tegrate and protest. In this case, naming the atti-
tude may be translated as “let us do something, 
because somebody is changing our small world 
for us and without us.” However, we can add 
“without communicating with us”.

Attitude III “We represent neighbours” – civil 
disobedience against tokenism

It turned out that the inhabitants wanted 
something different than their representatives. 
Formal representatives chosen by the neighbour-
hood community quickly realised that they had 
the power in their hands. That resulted in natural 
and inevitable, in our opinion, attitudes involv-
ing abuse of power due to having access to in-
formation which is not available to everybody. In 
this situation, the inhabitants protested and the 

Community Council members (also neighbour-
hood residents, but at the same time the authors 
of the project) consulted the project (rejected by 
the inhabitants) with the city authorities, and 
the construction works commenced. We suggest 
naming the situation in a descriptive way as civil 
disobedience, i.e. demonstrating the lack of com-
munication between formal representatives of lo-
cal communities and inhabitants.

Attitude IV “It’s easy to be wise after the 
event” – the local authorities’ collaboration

The conflict developed and attracted the lo-
cal media. As the social attitudes and growing 
protests became more radical, the city authori-
ties listened to the inhabitants and withheld the 
reconstruction of the square. Next, the project 
was modified, according to the inhabitants’ sug-
gestions. The Community Council was excluded 
from the discussion, and in the next elections, the 
inhabitants chose many new members, includ-
ing some leaders of the protest. It was one of the 
indirect effects of the battle for the square. The 
Community Council was significantly changed. 
We may say that the actual cooperation was 
forced by social protests, in other words: a form 
of open communication against… the city au-
thorities gave the floor to the inhabitants once 
they had had a say themselves.

Two years after the conflict finished, we de-
cided to conduct sociological research. It was to 
show how strongly the attitudes from 2013–2015 
became rooted among the inhabitants of this area 
and whether the people were satisfied with the 
square and used it. Even the initial analyses of 
the situation encouraged us to conduct further 
studies. Here is what one of the inhabitants said: 

“The conflict was in a way useful, as it stopped 
the original plan for a paved square with concrete 
benches, without any recreational facilities. But the 
final effect is not satisfactory and it wasn’t the best 
way of spending 162,262 euros”. 

Members of the new Community Council 
are still engaged in discussions with the city au-
thorities about introducing other changes in the 
square. However, given the difficulties in gain-
ing financial means, only cosmetic changes could 
be made, such as installing football and ping-
pong tables. What, then, do the inhabitants of the 
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surrounding houses currently think about their 
participation in place-making, the functionality 
of the square and the actors involved in the con-
flict a few years ago?

Declarative attitudes – inhabitants’ opinions 
after some time

The results obtained will be presented with 
respect to the following: the opinions, views and 
expectations of the inhabitants, regarding social 
participation and their influence on the immedi-
ate environment; information concerning Asnyk 
Square in the life of the local community; opin-
ions and views regarding the revitalisation of the 
square. The analysis of the results was supported 
by the inhabitants’ statements given during in-
depth talks and by the movement leader (pres-
ently a Community Councillor) and a Poznań 
alderwoman during in-depth interviews.

Inhabitants’ expectations as regards social 
participation and their influence on the 
immediate environment

The introductory questions in the survey 
concerned the inhabitants’ general attitudes to-
wards participation in matters connected with 
spatial development and the forms of this par-
ticipation. First, we asked the inhabitants if they 
thought they had any influence on spatial devel-
opment, on a few local scales: in their own house 
and backyard, their housing estate and the city 
district. The majority of respondents believe that 
they do not have any influence on the matters 
connected with their own house and its closest 
vicinity (Fig. 31). A fairly small number think 
that they do have some influence in this respect. 
We also asked a similar question whether the in-
habitants would like to have an influence on the 
matters connected with their environment. The 
results show how far the inhabitants’ expecta-
tions differ from how they evaluate the current 
situation. At each spatial level, most inhabitants 
would like to have more to say about how the 
urban space is developed. The larger the spatial 
range involved, the fewer affirmative answers 

1	 The net ’yes’ index was calculated by subtracting the 
sum of ’nos’ (definitely not, rather not) from the sum 
of ’yeses’ (definitely yes, rather yes). It assumes a val-
ue from – 100 (highly negative) to 100 (highly posi-
tive).

were given, with respect to both – the current 
situation and the future expectations. The inhab-
itants are most interested in having an influence 
on their own surroundings (own backyard), and 
definitely less as regards the influence on the de-
velopment of the housing estate and the whole 
city district. This linear differentiation is caused 
by various spatial or/and psychological and so-
cial factors, also those resulting from the current 
social order (Hidalgo, Hernandez 2001; Lewicka 
2010). In our article, these factors and their or-
igins are not as crucial as the statement that, 
firstly, interest and involvement in the problems 
of the neighbourhood are two different things 
and, secondly, the declared interest is smaller 
than that which is potentially expected. In oth-
er words, at least those inhabitants who are kept 
informed about the matters of their neighbour-
hood would like to be more involved than they 
presently are, their present involvement being 
largely declarative.

The respondents suggested indicating a place 
where those who want to get involved could re-
port problems and suggest ideas. The matters dis-
cussed above, concerning the inhabitants’ social 
participation and influence on the environment, 
let us conclude that the respondents are interest-
ed in the problems of their neighbourhood, they 
would like to have a larger influence on it than 
they do now, and they are more open to various 
forms of contact with the city authorities.

Fig. 3. Inhabitants’ opinions regarding their current 
and expected influence on spatial development – net 

index.
Source: own compilation.
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The role of Asnyk Square in the life of the 
neighbourhood in the respondents’ opinion, 
two years after changes

The next set of questions preceding the ques-
tions directly connected with the revitalisation 
of Asnyk Square referred to the evaluation of its 
role in the life of the local community. In this part 
of the study, we asked the inhabitants how of-
ten they visited and how they used the square. 
Nearly one fourth of the respondents do not visit 
it at all (Fig. 4). They claimed that after rebuild-
ing, the square had become more mentally dis-
tant to them: “It was as if somebody had changed 
something without asking us for an opinion”. 
On the other hand, there are a small number of 

people who visit it every day. Most inhabitants 
appear at the square occasionally, on average 
several times a year.

We also asked the inhabitants of the nearby 
houses in what way they used the square. Some 
of them just rest there. A fairly large number 
come to the square to meet other people and 
talk to them. This social aspect of staying in the 
square can be seen in people’s participation in 
physical activities and games (Fig. 5). Many us-
ers also read books and magazines. Activities 
such as walking the dog, drinking alcohol, cul-
tural events and exercising were indicated by one 
or two people. Let us add that both, walking the 
dogs and drinking alcohol in the square is ille-
gal. These two activities were suggested by the 
respondents. The liveable character of the place 
is also proved by the inhabitants’ statements in 
in-depth interviews:

“There, around this small sandpit, about 50 peo-
ple get together. I have taken photos – sometimes 
even 30–40 kids. They are hanging on one rope to-
gether. It’s terribly popular”.

The questionnaire survey shows that the 
square has a very cosy atmosphere, at least for the 
inhabitants included in the study. It is a relatively 
frequently visited place, where people of differ-
ent age meet, rest and play. By staying there, the 
inhabitants of the nearby houses rest and have a 
chance to talk with someone, and a place where 
children can play. The results clearly show that it 

Fig. 5. The ways in which the respondents use Asnyk Square (%).
Source: own compilation.

Fig. 4. The frequency of the respondents’ visits at 
Asnyk Square (%).

Source: own compilation.
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is a place which integrates families, as it is visited 
by couples, parents with kids, as well as grand-
parents with grandchildren. Thus, it can be said 
that despite the complaints of the present mem-
bers of the Community Council about the final 
result of the reconstruction, the place is vital for 
the inhabitants, who “stigmatise it by using it”.

The respondents’ opinions about the 
stakeholders of the place-making process

The members of the local community includ-
ed in our study assessed which actors involved 
in space development could be trusted. Those 
who were rated higher included the inhabitants, 
the Community Council, as well as local asso-
ciations and urban movements (Fig. 6). A visi-
ble percentage of negative opinions were given 
about the City Council and the Urban Green 
Administration Office. It may be surprising that 
the Community Council was rated so high, con-
sidering that formerly this particular institution 
had often been blamed for secretive dealings, 
against the inhabitants’ will. It can be explained 
by the fact that the study was carried out after 
the revitalisation and, what is more important, 
after elections, won by the people who had earli-
er taken part in protests in the square. We should 
remember that the inhabitants’ accusations con-
cerned individual councillors, who had acted be-
hind their backs and without any authorisation 
to represent the Council. At this point, it is worth 
mentioning the opinion of one of the councillors, 
expressed during an in-depth interview: 

“Well, the community council is such a hetero-
geneous body. We also have different opinions in 
our Council, and that former council, as far as we 
could see, was even more divided – so much, that 
at the end of their term of office they couldn’t even 
gather eleven people”.

The other dimension, in which the revitalisa-
tion actors engaged in the changes at the square 
were assessed, was the question of caring for 
common good. Again, positive opinions were ex-
pressed more often with respect to the Community 
Council, inhabitants, as well as local associations 
and urban movements (Fig. 7). Definitely, the 

Urban Green Administration Office was rated 
the lowest; it was described as uncaring for the 
common good clearly more often than the City 
Council. The study identified categories of social 
actors estimated generally positively or generally 
negatively. The former included: (1) the inhabit-
ants who in response to the realisation of the pro-
ject which had not been consulted with them or 
did not satisfy their needs decided to protest; (2) 
local associations and urban movements, which 
supported the protest organisationally by facil-
itating grassroots activity; (3) the Community 
Council, which supported the local inhabitants at 
a certain stage of the process. Negative opinions 
concerned: (1) the Urban Green Administration 
Office which, as a consequence of its actions, un-
accepted by the inhabitants, was finally excluded 
from the project; (2) the City Council, which was 
insufficiently engaged in solving the conflict.

Fig. 7. The evaluation of the square renovation actors, 
ranging from ‘not caring about common good’ to 
‘caring about common good’ (number of answer).

Source: own compilation.

Fig. 6. The evaluation of the square renovation actors, 
ranging from ‘could not be trusted to ‘could be 

trusted’ (number of answer).
Source: own compilation.
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A short summary of the declarative attitudes 
after some time

To distinguish certain characteristic attitudes 
based on inhabitants’ declarations, we may point 
to the following:
–– declared interest in having an influence on the 

surroundings and the lack of real influence;
–– satisfaction with the present state and func-

tions of the square inferred from the declara-
tion that it is regularly used;

–– a clear division, at least at the present mo-
ment, into two categories of beneficiaries, who 
the respondents believe are trustworthy and 
caring for the common good. One includes the 
inhabitants, social movements and the Com-
munity Council, while the other – the city hall 
institutions, on the other end of scale.
It is easy to observe a polarisation of attitudes 

in the Us – Them dimension, where They are the 
city authorities and the City Hall officials. Let’s 
stress once again that the present Community 
Council includes many members of the same so-
cial movement which protested against the origi-
nal project in 2013–2015.

Discussion and conclusions

We have presented the social attitudes and the 
communication process connected with the revi-
talisation of a square in a large Polish city. Due to 
the relatively long observation of the social phe-
nomena accompanying the revitalisation of the 
square, we were able to recognise not only the 
communication mechanisms manifested through 
actual actions during the place-making process, 
but also those which were declared by the com-
munity two years after the construction works 
were completed. This allows us to accomplish 
our goal, which was to establish the anatomy of 
place-making in the context of social communica-
tion and social order.

We can formulate the following conclusions:
–– During the place-making process, the inhab-

itants displayed a very passive attitude that 
changed drastically when the future image 
of the square became known. The range and 
dynamics of this change were strengthened, 
firstly, by the lack of any talks between rep-
resentatives of the local authorities and the 

inhabitants at the initial stage of transforming 
Asnyk Square; secondly, by the decision-tak-
ing wilfulness on the part of the representa-
tives of the Community Council, who took 
decisions favourable for them on behalf of the 
local community; and thirdly, by some kind 
of the inhabitants’ “sleep mode” in relation 
to the neighbourhood. It may also be the case 
of almost allergic reaction to breach of newly 
acquired trust that is scarce in the context of 
Central and Eastern Europe (Rose-Ackerman 
2001).

–– The inhabitants did not expect revolutionary 
changes during the place-making process. 
They only wanted Asnyk Square to keep up 
its function of a liveable place, where they can 
spend time with children, and the children 
have a place to play. We can even propose a 
thesis that the inhabitants did not expect any 
changes, but they only wanted to maintain 
the status quo of the square in its social use-
fulness. Those expectation may be also attrib-
uted to the perceived, very limited role of the 
Community Council in shaping public space.

–– The city authorities remained passive for a 
very long time during the place-making pro-
cess, silently delegating the responsibility for 
organising it to the Community Council.

–– The representatives of the Community Coun-
cil, on the other hand, took advantage of the 
whole situation to change the function of the 
square in the course of place-making. It was 
to lose the character of a playground and turn 
into the “Jeżyce salon”. It was an attempt to 
satisfy the wishes of some people who were 
the inhabitants’ representatives in the Com-
munity Council.

–– Two years after the conflict around the devel-
opment of the square, the inhabitants includ-
ed in the study still mistrust the city authori-
ties and the City Hall officials.

–– The square itself is popular with the respond-
ents, who willingly use this place.
The question remains whether it was possible 

to start from talks with the inhabitants at the stage 
when the decision concerning the revitalisation 
of the square was taken, in 2012. The answer is 
obviously simple – it was absolutely possible to 
do that. Here, however, the special character of 
the social order interfered – the specificity of a 
post-socialist city:
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–– lack of established schemata of talks between 
local authorities and inhabitants, perhaps lack 
of communication mechanisms in general,

–– arbitrary behaviour of the Community Coun-
cil members and its lack of perceived account-
ability, which is to be expected in a low-trust 
environment (King et al. 1998) as well as the 
lack of communication between them and lo-
cal residents,

–– lack of everyday information for the inhabit-
ants about the plans concerning their place of 
residence,

–– the inhabitants’ passivity until action is taken 
by the local authorities.
In the post-socialist reality, the authority 

(even at the local level) is very often “an author-
ity over someone”. On the one hand, instead of 
cooperating with the inhabitants, the authorities 
rule them, while on the other, they are perceived 
by the citizens as the elite, distancing themselves 
from the community. This heritage of many dec-
ades is very difficult to root out from the social 
mentality.

In our particular case, the city authorities 
were not aware of the necessity to negotiate with 
the inhabitants (of just one neighbourhood, con-
sisting of several hundred people), based on the 
assumption that the Community Council repre-
sents the inhabitants and there are no reasons 
for a different form of discussion than that with 
the Council. The Council, in turn, since it repre-
sented the community, decided that everything 
was allowed and could be done regardless of the 
inhabitants’ opinions – they do not felt account-
able. The whole situation stemmed from certain 
communication schema and rituals resulting 
from the socio-cultural order of this particular 
community, city and region of Europe.

These particular attitudes may then lead to a 
more violent response, which we call the ”awak-
ening” of the local community to mutual com-
munication (also via social media) and action. It 
is action which they have never taken before and 
which has not been in their character so far. The 
specificity of the social order may also consist 
in the distancing of the local community repre-
sentatives (formal community councils) from the 
inhabitants and the local authorities (chosen in 
elections!) and the reluctance to talk to the inhab-
itants. In our opinion all the individual attitudes 
described above may come down to one thing 

determining the effectiveness of place-mak-
ing – “the ability or inability to communicate”. 
Perhaps place-making means more than plan-
ning and rebuilding squares, backyards, walking 
streets and waterfronts. Perhaps place-making 
is closer to communication-making than city 
planners (in that context in Poland) think and 
place-making without clear communication is 
rather a place-breaking process.
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