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Urban systems incorporating AI provide new ways to monitor and 
manage cities, enhancing local governments’ ability to intervene, 
optimize and reshape urban processes. However, these systems 
are also socio-technical constructs, drawing inherently from, and 
reproducing, value-laden representations of urban life. Public 
participation in these systems fosters dialog, enabling 
deliberation on values and trade-offs and improving AI literacy. It 
also serves as a channel for communicating citizens’ priorities, 
needs and preferences to policymakers, and when objectives are 
aligned with anticipated impacts and expectations it can yield 
pivotal and rewarding outcomes for all stakeholders. 
 
This Research Brief depicts how a participatory process focused 
on deliberation and value-mapping can help identify critical issues 
related to data collection and use, factors influencing technology 
acceptance, and key implementation safeguards. The Brief also 
highlights persistent challenges, including balancing 
representativeness and inclusiveness, ensuring informed 
participation and linking input to policy design. 
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Introduction: Why and How to Engage the 
Public in the Making and Governing of Complex 
Systems 

AI is increasingly used by cities to support governance 
through techniques like data mining, clustering, 
classification, pattern recognition and prediction, 
helping to automate or inform public sector processes 
(Wirtz et al., 2019). This reflects a governance model 
built on the belief that legal, organizational and 
professional rules can be decoded and encoded, with 
technology viewed as a neutral and objective provider 
of evidence-based insights for policymaking. 
However, cities are more than static artifacts, being 
complex, adaptive systems shaped by human 
interaction and planning (Portugali, 2016). Similarly, 
AI systems designed to model and manage them are 
also socio-technical constructs, drawing inherently 
from, and reproducing, value-laden representations of 
urban life (Batty, 2016; Caldarelli et al., 2023). 

As citizen participation is known to be essential to 
effective governance, this also is a very relevant task 
for effective AI governance. Participation strengthens 
the legitimacy of decision-making, improves public 
policies and services, and fosters inclusion and 
diversity. Engaging citizens helps authorities address 
complex issues by bringing in diverse perspectives, 
filling idea gaps and shaping more equitable priorities. 
It supports better decisions through relevant 
feedback, co-created solutions and policies that 
reflect real needs. Meaningful participation supports 
policy implementation, reveals blind spots, helps 
prevent conflict, builds trust and increases legitimacy. 
For citizens, participation is more than a benefit. It is 
a fundamental right and lever for transparency and 
empowerment, and promotes shared responsibility 
(OHCHR, 2019; UN-Habitat, 2025). 

The challenge remains how to best involve citizens to 
accurately determine their values and priorities for AI 
and its use in public governance, while ensuring that 
the process is meaningful and rewarding for 
stakeholders involved, generating real impact. In this 
brief, we present a methodology to address this 
challenge, drawing on a participatory process  
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conducted in the city of Amsterdam. The results show 
that, despite certain shortcomings and challenges, 
defining clear and transparent objectives within the 
participation process is paramount to ensure that 
stakeholders’ expectations align with anticipated 
outcomes. Furthermore, the meaningfulness of the 
process should rest on both community-oriented 
benefits and the added value it brings to context and 
value-sensitive policy design (in this case) concerning 
the adoption of AI systems to support urban 
management and governance. 

 

Bridging Representativeness and 
Inclusiveness in Participatory Policymaking: a 
Methodological Approach 

The participatory methods presented in this Research 
Brief were developed in collaboration with the city of 
Amsterdam. They were intended to demonstrate how 
representativeness and inclusiveness can be 
effectively bridged in participatory policymaking with a 
focus on digital rights. By integrating large-scale, 
representative consultation with targeted, inclusive 
engagement, the goal was to use this approach to 
enable an effective value-mapping process that 
reveals diverse local perspectives, priorities and 
concerns surrounding the adoption of AI systems in 
urban governance. The participatory process was 
designed with a dual focus: policy-oriented and 
community-oriented, and to bridge the principles of 
representativeness and inclusiveness in 
policymaking. In addition, the process was designed 
to strengthen AI literacy, awareness of ethical 
implications of AI, enhance participants’ capacities to 
engage meaningfully in deliberations on AI, and 
contribute to community empowerment. Today, few 
online experiences are untouched by these systems. 
From social media feeds to search results to shopping 
platforms, personalization engines influence what 
users encounter and how they interact with digital 
spaces. Yet many remain unsure about the 

The participatory process was designed to 
strengthen AI literacy, awareness of 
ethical implications of AI, enhance 
participants’ capacities to engage 

meaningfully in deliberations on AI and 
contribute to community empowerment. 
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mechanisms behind the content shown to them or the 
data that informs these decisions (McDonald & 
Cranor, 2010). The involvement of artificial 
intelligence in these processes adds further 
complexity and makes their influence even harder to 
detect or interpret. 

From a policy perspective, the process aimed to: 

• Reflect on deliberative democracy, 
representativeness and inclusion in public 
participation. 

• Advance methods and recommendations for 
improved governance through participatory 
practices. 

• Support cities in the ethical and value-aligned 
implementation of AI-enabled systems. 

From a community perspective, the objectives were 
to: 

• Gather public opinions on the use of personal 
data in AI systems. 

• Explore how people interact with AI in urban 
and public settings. 

• Promote AI literacy and awareness. 
• Foster public deliberation on the social and 

ethical implications of AI. 

To achieve both representativeness and 
inclusiveness, the process combines quantitative and 
qualitative methods: a large-scale online survey to 
reach a broad cross-section of residents and a series 
of targeted workshops designed to engage 
underrepresented and vulnerable groups. 

 

Large-scale Online Survey 

The purpose of the online survey was to capture local 
values, attitudes toward privacy and the meaninging 
attached to personal data. It explored how residents 
perceive privacy boundaries and their willingness to 
make trade-offs, such as sharing personal data in 
exchange for individual or societal benefits. 

The survey consisted of four main sections: 

1. Local perceptions of privacy and intrusion. 
2. Attitudes toward personal data, including risk 

perception and trade-offs. 
3. Responses to hypothetical, value-based 

scenarios involving AI technologies. 

4. Socio-demographic profiling to ensure 
diversity in responses. 

It examined multiple dimensions, including spatial 
contexts (e.g.: public spaces, digital environments), 
types of data collection (e.g.: sensors, public records, 
smart devices), perceived risks and benefits, legal 
and rights-based frameworks (e.g.: GDPR, AI Act), 
and levels of trust in institutions and technologies. The 
design enabled a nuanced understanding of public 
attitudes toward data use in AI-enabled urban 
governance. A total of 331 complete responses were 
collected in this process. 

 

Targeted Workshops 

The goal of the workshops was to ensure 
inclusiveness by engaging citizens from vulnerable 
groups, particularly elderly residents and youth 
organization representatives. A total of 30 participants 
took part in structured sessions designed to promote 
reflection, dialog and collective learning about AI and 
its implications for urban governance. 

Figure 1. Cards used to prompt group deliberation 
focusing on ethics-based scenarios for the 
implementation of video surveillance systems 
enhanced with AI features in cities. 

Source: Data collected during workshops with residents in 
Amsterdam (September 2023). 

Each workshop was divided into four parts, combining 
individual reflection and group-based activities: 

1. Survey completion and revision: Participants 
began by completing the online survey, with 
opportunities to revisit and update their 
responses during the session. 

2. Discussion of AI systems: Participants 
examined three AI applications 
(recommendation tools, surveillance 
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technologies and AI-generated content), 
using visual prompts and thematic cards to 
identify risks, opportunities and ethical 
considerations. 

3. Ethics-based scenario building: Using a five-
level analytical framework (data generation, 
data collection process, potential benefits, 
compensations and incentives, and ethical 
and legal safeguards), participants 
collaboratively constructed ethical scenarios 
for three urban AI systems: air quality 
monitoring, digital identity in public transport 
and video surveillance in public spaces. 
These exercises helped identify ethical trade-
offs and red lines in AI deployment. 

4. Reflection on sustainability goals: Participants 
selected relevant sustainable development 
goal (SDG) themes and discussed how AI 
technologies could both advance and hinder 
sustainability objectives. 

Figure 2. Activity related to AI and sustainability. 

Source: Data collected during workshops with residents in 
Amsterdam (September 2023). 

 

Adapting to an Empirical Ground: Amsterdam 
as a Case Study 

Key to the methodological approach presented above 
was to adapt the process to the unique context of the 
city and population in question. Amsterdam is an early 
mover in this space and has its own history in terms 
of embracing the use of AI in public administration. 

 
1 See: 
https://publicaties.rekenkamer.amsterdam.nl/participatieparag
raafbestuurlijk-rapport/ 

The City of Amsterdam developed a comprehensive 
strategy, supported by policy frameworks and 
governance tools, to ensure the ethical and 
transparent deployment of AI and maintain public trust 
in municipal decision-making. Their prioritization of 
developing such a strategy was based in their 
recognition that while AI-based systems present 
opportunities for public administration to enhance 
responsiveness, efficiency and innovation, they also 
raise critical concerns related to fairness, 
accountability and democratic legitimacy (OECD, 
2025). Trust in government institutions is essential for 
strengthening participation and legitimacy through 
public acceptance and policy adherence, two key 
dimensions of government–citizen interaction. This 
trust dimension is equally central to the adoption and 
use of AI in cities, where the primary challenge lies in 
upholding citizens’ rights and values (Schiff et al., 
2022). 

The city’s Vision on AI (City of Amsterdam, 2024) 
along with complementary policy documents such as 
the Grip on Algorithms Playbook (El Yassini et al., 
2022) and the Fairness Handbook (City of 
Amsterdam, 2022), together constitute a 
comprehensive local framework for algorithm 
governance grounded in European context. This 
framework introduces a set of measures to ensure the 
responsible use of AI, including the public disclosure 
of algorithms through an algorithm register, bias 
analysis, mitigation procedures, mechanisms for 
contesting automated decisions and auditing 
protocols to safeguard accountability. Collectively, 
these initiatives demonstrate the city’s commitment to 
institutionalize digital rights, such as transparency, 
non-discrimination and procedural fairness, within its 
administrative processes. 

Although participatory steps informed the drafting of 
these policy documents, recent evaluations reveal 
shortcomings in the implementation of participation. 
Engagement practices have often been fragmented, 
taking place at later stages of policy cycles and 
serving primarily consultative or legitimizing purposes 
rather than enabling co-creation and allowing for real 
impact. This limits opportunities for citizens to 
meaningfully influence how AI systems are designed, 
deployed and monitored1. In response, initiatives such 

https://ieai.sot.tum.de/


Institute for Ethics in Artificial Intelligence                                                                         Technical University of Munich
              
 

https://ieai.sot.tum.de/                                                                                                            IEAI Research Brief         5  

as the Digital Rights House seek to embed digital 
rights awareness and participation more deeply within 
local institutions, fostering continuous dialog between 
citizens, policymakers and civil society organizations. 
Against this backdrop, Amsterdam provides a highly 
relevant empirical setting to test participatory 
methodologies that move beyond academic inquiry 
toward practical impact. 

In collaboration with the Digital Rights House, the City 
of Amsterdam, and in dialog with UN-Habitat, a 
research team from the Technical University of 
Munich employed the methodological approach 
presented above with Amsterdam residents. The 
findings highlight how local communities perceive 
privacy risks associated with specific AI-enabled 
systems, how they connect these concerns to data 
collection processes supporting AI in public 
administration and what ethical trade-offs and red 
lines emerged from such deliberations. 

 

Involving Local Communities in Value-
mapping: Findings from a Participatory 
Approach and Implications for Context-
sensitive and Value-aligned AI 

The findings from survey and workshop results can be 
structured around three evolving themes: (1) privacy 
and personal data, (2) AI acceptance and (3) 
sustainable development. 

On the Value of Privacy and its Relation to Personal 
Data 

Privacy was deeply valued among Amsterdam 
residents, shaping attitudes toward data collection 
and data sharing, also in the context of AI-enabled 
systems. Survey respondents expressed concern 
about privacy violations, particularly those involving 
social media tracking, audio sensors and AI-driven 
surveillance. Lawfulness alone did not appear to 
alleviate these concerns. Rather, transparency, 
consent and trust in the entities managing data were 
more decisive factors for public acceptance. These 
findings echo broader scholarly debates on the ethical 
foundations of smart city governance, which 
emphasize that privacy protection and meaningful 
consent are critical for legitimacy (Kitchin, 2016). 

Respondents’ limited willingness to trade personal 
data for monetary or community rewards reinforces 
that privacy should not be understood as a tradable 

commodity, but as a social and moral value 
embedded in power relations, and essential to human 
autonomy and dignity (Fuchs, 2011). Data sharing 
was perceived as more acceptable when linked to 
public benefits, such as health, safety or transport 
efficiency, yet income and health data, for instance, 
were considered highly sensitive and largely off-limits. 
Regarding consent, participants highlighted the 
importance of informed consent and dynamic consent 
management, with possibility to withdraw an active 
renewal. This points to the preference of ongoing 
agency and data ownership control, rather than one-
off authorization. Results also revealed that one-third 
of participants were unfamiliar with the GDPR, 
highlighting the need to improve literacy on data 
protection rights and to raise public awareness about 
data governance and the everyday implications of 
algorithmic decision-making. 

Complementary, workshop discussions around 
accountability and governance underscored that 
questions of “who decides” acceptable trade-offs are 
as important as the technical safeguards themselves. 
Different stakeholders, citizens, policymakers, 
researchers and technology providers, bring diverse 
expectations and have different explanatory 
requirements, reinforcing the importance of 
transparency on underlying purposes and objectives 
as well as anticipated impacts. 

 

With regards to surveillance systems, respondents 
expressed strong resistance to unconsented data 
collection, even in public spaces. Findings emphasize 
that transparency should extend beyond simple 
signage and that individuals should retain the option 
to opt out without compromising their right to access 
public spaces. The “right to know” presumes that 
available information enables an informed voice in 
decisions and the assessment of decisions made by 
those in power (Florini, 2007). The use of video 
surveillance and facial recognition systems in public 

The use of video surveillance and facial 
recognition systems in public spaces 

underscores the tension between policies 
that rely on technology to support public 
safety objectives and the overexposure of 
communities to (automated) surveillance. 

https://ieai.sot.tum.de/
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spaces underscores the tension between policies that 
rely on technology to support public safety objectives 
and the overexposure of communities to (automated) 
surveillance. This tension has led to community 
backlash and prompted many cities to ban the use of 
real-time, remote biometric identification, a position 
also supported by the European Data Protection 
Board (EDPB, 2021) in its response to the EU AI Act 
proposal. 

On AI Technology Acceptance: Awareness, Tradeoffs 
and Redlines 

Overall, collective goals and goods, such as public 
health, sustainability, equitable resource allocation 
and urban safety, were seen as stronger justifications 
for AI systems than efficiency or user convenience. 
Awareness of personal harms, especially privacy 
violations or denied accessibility, was considered 
more immediate than broader societal risks (in line 
with Zimmermann et al., 2019). Discussions about 
automated video surveillance in public spaces provide 
a clear example: participants focused on risks to 
privacy and the lack of any possibility to opt out, rather 
than on the broader implications of mass surveillance 
and its impacts on power relationships. Nonetheless, 
a few groups justified drawing a red line at the 
automation of public surveillance, arguing that it could 
lead to an excessive concentration of power in 
government hands. Similarly, when discussing AI-
generated content, some groups contrasted potential 
benefits with the high risks of misuse as a tool for 
political manipulation. 

When respondents assessed hypothetical scenarios 
focusing on three AI use cases in cities, results 
revealed that air quality sensors in public spaces were 
highly acceptable (94–96%), while AI-enabled facial 
recognition and surveillance in residential areas were 
widely rejected. Acceptance declined as technologies 
became more intrusive, highlighting the tradeoff 
between potential benefits and risks, e.g. involving 
biometric identification and public surveillance 
enforced in residential areas or semi and private 
spaces. The collection and use of any biometric data 
were deemed unjustifiable to enable enhancement 
features for any system discussed in the workshops. 
Technologies relying on remote biometric 
identification to support public surveillance raise 
concerns about proportionality, necessity and due 
process, given the risks of discrimination, privacy 

violations and erosion of democratic values (Waelen, 
2023; Fontes et al., 2022). 

Moreover, across all AI use cases discussed, 
centralized monitoring using sensors or cameras in 
private or semi-private spaces was firmly rejected. 
The installation of sensors in private or semi-private 
spaces was considered a red line, regardless of 
potential benefits. As a close reference, literature on 
smart home technologies indicates that users expect 
contextual integrity, meaning that data governance 
must align with domestic norms such as invisibility to 
third parties, limited use for user-approved purposes 
and transparent control mechanisms (Zimmermann et 
al., 2019). 

 

Another clear red line identified, concerned predictive 
systems for law enforcement. Indeed, the deployment 
of predictive algorithms in the public sector entails 
significant risks related to bias, transparency and legal 
accountability. The opacity of automated decisions 
can lead to unfair outcomes that may go unnoticed 
and proceed without effective recourse (Waller & 
Waller, 2020), potentially causing harm to individuals 
or communities when predictions are incorrect or 
discriminatory (see Meijer et al., 2021). 

The risk of AI misuse with high impacts on individual 
rights, social cohesion and societal well-being was 
echoed in workshop discussions related to generative 
AI and synthetic content. Participants highlighted that 
fake or manipulated media constitute one of today’s 
most pressing information security threats (Botha & 
Pieterse, 2020), with risks including the erosion of 
trust, social and political manipulation, misinformation, 
and psychological and reputational harm (Chesney & 
Citron, 2019). 

Finally, incentive-based policies were generally 
viewed as undesirable. Incentives, like nudges, can 
influence human behavior and steer decision-making. 
The first ethical concern is voluntariness i.e. whether 
incentives entail coercion, manipulation or unfair 
pressure that undermines autonomy. Second, there is 
the risk of fostering an “incentive culture”, where 

When discussing AI-generated content, 
some groups contrasted potential benefits 
with the high risks of misuse as a tool for 

political manipulation. 
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voluntariness as well as civic and moral motivation are 
jeopardized or underestimated (Grant, 2006). 
Furthermore, financial incentives were seen as a red 
line, as participants perceived them as potentially 
discriminatory. Policies based on incentivizing citizens 
to accept technologies were considered undesirable. 

On AI and Sustainable Development 

Within the workshop, the connection between AI and 
sustainability was part of the focus. However, 
participants struggled to link AI with sustainability 
goals or the common good. Although the SDGs were 
introduced as a framework, participants often framed 
sustainability through lived experience (Fontes et al., 
2024). This gap mirrors broader debates in literature, 
where the alignment between AI-driven innovation 
and sustainability remains largely aspirational 
(Vinuesa et al., 2020; Dwivedi et al., 2021). While AI 
shows potential to advance SDGs in areas such as 
climate modelling, energy efficiency and health 
diagnostics, it can also create tensions among 
different SDGs (Cowls et al., 2021). 

Workshop discussions focused on envisioning how AI 
could help while still considering implications and 
trade-offs. For SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), it was suggested 
that AI could reduce food waste and improve 
distribution but feared benefits would be unevenly 
distributed, excluding those most in need. In 
healthcare (SDG 3), AI was viewed as potentially cost-
saving yet opaque and privacy-intrusive, echoing 
debates on algorithmic accountability and the loss of 
human oversight (Jobin et al., 2019). 

SDGs 1 (No Poverty) and 5 (Gender Equality) were 
discussed through a lens of discrimination and social 
inclusion; AI could foster equity through transparent 
pay and public services yet concerns about data 
sharing and privacy pointed to the commodification of 
personal information. Education (SDG 4) was 
especially contested, while AI was seen as potentially 
expanding access to education and personalized 
learning, it was emphasized that unequal access is a 
foundational issue stemming from digital divides and 
highlighted the importance of human interaction in 
learning (as shown in Holmes et al., 2022). 

Discussions on clean energy (SDG 7) and sustainable 
cities (SDG 11) led to contesting current governance 
structures, which are often at the root of the problem, 
while technological transitions could entail significant 
costs. These concerns reflect ongoing debates in 

which gains in efficiency may be offset by increased 
energy and material demands associated with 
automation and digitalization, positioning AI as both 
an enabler and a disruptor of sustainability transitions 
(Vinuesa et al., 2020; Dwivedi et al., 2021). 

 

Discussion and Remaining Challenges 

The participatory methods developed in collaboration 
with the city of Amsterdam illustrate both the potential 
and the challenges of bridging representativeness 
and inclusiveness in participatory policymaking. By 
combining large-scale, representative consultation 
with targeted engagement of vulnerable or 
underrepresented groups, the approach aimed to 
enable value-mapping and capture diverse local 
perspectives on AI adoption. 

The results indicate that establishing clear and 
transparent objectives for the participation process is 
key to ensuring that stakeholders’ expectations 
correspond to the anticipated outcomes. Specifically, 
our findings show that a participatory process focused 
on deliberation and value-mapping can help identify 
critical issues related to data collection and use, 
factors influencing technology acceptance, and key 
safeguards that should be implemented. 

Community empowerment emerges as a direct 
impact, highlighting the importance of AI literacy and 
addressing information asymmetries. Our experience 
working with vulnerable and often underrepresented 
groups demonstrates that their interest in contributing 
to policy and city-making can overcome informational 
and literacy barriers. The meaningfulness of 
participants’ engagement grew as group deliberations 
progressed, demonstrating the importance of 
complementing surveys with initiatives that promote 
group discussions and deliberation. The added value 
to policy design lies in providing evidence-based, 
empirically grounded recommendations to fine-tune 
AI systems and tailor policies to local priorities, needs 
and preferences, thereby fostering acceptance, 
legitimacy, inclusion and trust. 

At the same time, the project highlighted several 
persistent challenges that must be addressed to make 

When discussing the benefits of AI, 
participants struggled to link AI with 

sustainability goals or the common good. 
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such processes more effective. Although the findings 
presented can be valuable for prioritizing needs and 
legitimizing the introduction of AI in specific city 
systems, it is important to examine how limitations 
encountered during implementation of the 
participatory process may have constrained the 
process’ ability to fully bridge representativeness and 
inclusiveness, potentially undermining its 
meaningfulness. Addressing these limitations is 
essential for improving future participatory efforts. 
These include the following limitations: 

Bridging representativeness and inclusiveness: 
Current practices require revaluation to truly balance 
representativeness and inclusiveness. Defining what 
constitutes a representative sample and determining 
which community groups to include often receives 
insufficient attention and encounters practical 
limitations on the ground. In this project, we suggested 
using population demographics and census data to 
ensure representativeness. Despite this, the 331 
survey responses collected fell short of fully 
representing the city’s population. At the local level, 
more attention should be paid to structural 
approaches that define and achieve 
representativeness for large-scale consultations. 

Ensuring inclusiveness: Partnerships with local 
networks, such as public schools, libraries and civil 
society organizations, proved crucial for engaging 
underrepresented communities. Some populations, 
however, remain difficult to reach, and participation 
can skew toward those who are already interested or 
digitally literate. Mobilizing the public is further 
complicated by citizens’ trust in governance, 
perceived relevance of AI issues and time constraints. 
While incentives were considered undesirable in this 
context, maintaining the voluntariness of participation, 
along with integrating it into broader cultural and social 
engagement strategies, appears key to meaningful 
involvement. 

Supporting informed participation: Effective 
deliberation depends on participants’ understanding 
of AI systems, ethical considerations and potential 
trade-offs. Digital, AI and rights literacy remain limited 
in many urban populations. Facilitators play a critical 
role in tailoring explanations to participants’ needs, 
but achieving a baseline of understanding across 
diverse groups requires oriented design choices, 
prioritizing education and enabling iterative feedback 
prior and during participatory events (Fontes et al., 

2024). Participatory processes should explicitly aim to 
assess and improve literacy, ensuring that 
informational asymmetries are minimized, namely 
during engagements. 

Linking participation to policy design: The 
relationship between participatory processes and 
policy design is not inherently structural. This makes 
it challenging to extract value beyond the immediate 
communicative interface. Participation has intrinsic 
value in fostering communication between 
policymakers and affected communities, raising 
awareness, and promoting legitimacy and trust. 
However, its impact is significantly enhanced when 
participatory input is explicitly linked to specific policy 
agendas and integrated across the policy cycle. 
Moreover, different methodological approaches and 
scopes produce different types of inputs, which must 
be carefully calibrated to the objectives and timing of 
a particular policy. 

Although this research focused on creating a space 
for deliberation on AI and its ethical implications for 
cities and communities, AI itself may offer 
opportunities to enhance participatory processes. 
Digital platforms are widely used by cities to scale and 
mainstream certain forms of public engagement. 
However, there remains significant potential to 
explore how AI could make participatory processes 
more effective, meaningful, accessible, inclusive and 
mainstream (Fontes & Mahajan, Forthcoming). 
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