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(5. HBEW)

From Participants to Co-builders: A Study on Citizen
Participation Mechanisms in Learning Cities

GU Fengjia', ZHU Yiming? & CHEN Jinliang'

(1. Shanghai Open University, Shanghai 200433, China; 2. East China Normal University,
Shanghai 200062, China )

Abstract: Citizen participation is a critical factor in ensuring the sustainable development of

learning cities. However, challenges such as superficial involvement, weak motivation, and limited

governance engagement remain widespread in practice. To gain deeper insight into how citizens

transition from passive participants to proactive co-governors, this study focuses on Shanghai as the

research site and employs a grounded theory methodology. The study conducts in-depth interviews with

18 participants across three typical engagement scenarios. Through systematic coding and analysis, the

study constructs a theoretical model of the “ Citizen Action Transition Mechanism for Participatory

Governance.” The findings reveal three key pathways underlying the generation and evolution of

citizen participation:1) Multi-motivational drivers— Willingness activation—Governance practices;

2) Collaborative mechanisms— Interactive platforms— Deepened engagement,3) Emotional attachment—

Identity recognition—Sustained participation. This mechanism reflects a processual transition shaped

by the interplay of external institutional support, social networks, and intrinsic emotional drivers. The

study concludes by proposing strategic recommendations to enhance deep citizen participation and

foster the integrated development of learning cities, including stimulating intrinsic motivation, refining

participatory mechanisms, optimizing pathways for role transformation, and strengthening emotional

identification.

Key words: Learning cities; Citizen participation; Proactive governance; Grounded theory
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