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Stating the obvious, yet…

Creating trust and trusted spaces – Facilitating access 
– Having intermediaries – Listening to people and 
their needs…



• What do we want? 
• “Democratic, open and transparent dialogues to boost trust and encourage participation, 

placing communities’ needs and social values at the center”. (ENGAGER 2017-2021)
• Listening to voices and experiences often harder to hear: co-design of measures.
• Empowering marginalized voices in policy dialogues, strengthening the design and 

impact of energy, housing and climate policies, and improving the channels that inform 
people about eligibility criteria of support measures.

• Avoid structural and institutional biases, and perpetuating marginalization.

• How do we do it? 
Research done for the EU-funded project HouseInc, including exchanges with stakeholders 
(interviews, participation to many workshop and webinars), academic and grey literature, 
research from other research projects.

Tested on the ground in our pilots, enriched by more research. 

Why this work?



Affordable, sustainable, inclusive housing

10.8% of the EU population lives in a household where housing costs represent more than 40% of the 
disposable income 
22% of the EU population lives at risk of (housing) poverty or social exclusion (Eurostat, 2022 and 2023)

Reducing housing inequality is key to reducing inequality and poverty overall - an urgent social, economic and political EU challenge.

HouseInc (Horizon, 2024-2027) investigates how housing 
inequality is driven and impacted by various dimensions of 
poverty (digital, energy, mobility, labour and health). 

It focuses its research activities on vulnerable groups living in 
or having migrated from Eastern Europe in 4 pilots: 
- Roma communities (in Czech Republic and Romania)
- Ukrainian refugees (in Italy) and 
- Migrants from Eastern Europe (in Germany)…
to develop (policy) solutions to enable a socially just and 
equitable green transition that contributes to the development 
of an inclusive European society. 



HouseInc partners



Several databases (legislation, projects, research, literature, etc.).

4 country snapshots - overview of the housing conditions and the policy setting in each case study country.

Infographics on drivers and impacts.

1 atlas of extant financial, environmental, technical and community-based solutions mapped and characterised 
covering at least 15 EU countries.

10 innovative co-designed, scalable and replicable solutions made available through factsheets translated into national 
languages to inspire policy recommendations.

A capacity building toolkit to translate evidence on drivers of housing inequalities into actionable strategies for policy, societal, 
and business stakeholders interested in addressing interconnected dimensions of poverty in the housing sector.

Concrete outputs for policy, business and communities

https://ieecp.org/projects/houseinc/



• Stakeholders (Ed Freeman, Stanford Research Institute, 1963): “those groups without whose support the 
organisation would cease to exist”. 1984 >“any group or individual who can affect or is affected by the 
achievement of the organisation’s objectives”.

• As communities are made of individuals with various priorities, values and interests, engagement must take 
on multiple forms and be flexible to the context: a focus on community inclusivity and enhancement 
can help to ensure a cohesive process (Lane & Hicks, 2017, Horizon POWERUP). 

• These forms include information sharing, education, capacity building, co-creation, collaboration, etc.

• In Stakeholder Theory, Society and Social Cohesion, F. Lépineux explains that “The cornerstone of stakeholder 
management is understanding who needs what information and when or how often they need it.” 

In HouseInc, we focus mostly on marginalised community members and representatives, business / investors in 
the housing market, public service providers, policymakers, municipalities and regions, NGOs, research and 
academia and the general public. It was/is key to understand who our stakeholders are – and if they evolve – 
whether they support the project and its findings or oppose them (and if so, why and what could be solutions 
to change that), what their needs are.

Engaging stakeholders in HouseInc - keeping them informed, interested, consulting 
them, involving them, co-creating with them and empowering them. 

Stakeholders? Engagement? 



• HouseInc follows the Quadruple Helix Model: 4 components 
within an innovation system, not involved in unidirectional 
relationships but rather in dynamic and multi-layered 
interactions, where users are at the heart of the innovation 
ecosystem. This means that citizens/users (here, 
marginalised communities) must be considered as actors, 
not factors, of the innovation process.

• In the project vision, stakeholders are engaged along the 
project life, through various activities and processes.

“Taking the time to identify and co-design activities and 
services with those whose voices are seldom heard only further 
enriches the information we have about our communities and 
allows us to work with and support our entire community.” 
(Ambition for ageing)

Approach

The quadruple helix model 

(Source: ENoLL).



“While local communities are not always included in multi-stakeholder initiatives, their 
inclusion can increase the legitimacy of decision-making processes and enhance the long-
term viability and benefits of initiatives” (Lu et al., 2018).

• Using the project events to engage with stakeholders >> designed to ensure knowledge 
exchange. 

• Capacity building: focus groups, qualitative interviews, living labs, “enhancing 
stakeholders' ability to understand, obtain, interrogate, assess, and use evidence for 
housing policy.”

• Living labs operate at the intersection of the 3 dimensions (affordability, sustainability 
and inclusivity), they are the co-production engine of HouseInc. Avoiding top-down 
toolkits that present "best practices" without acknowledging context-specificity.

HouseInc highly depends, builds, interacts and speaks to its over 350 stakeholders 
engaged in research and innovation activities. This ensures higher validity but also 
increases dissemination and exploitation of project findings. 

HouseInc participatory methods



• Trust / Peer-to-peer engagement models / Collaborations - Cooperation with local organisations 
can be helpful to understand the issues faced by the marginalised communities through constant 
interaction that can be achieved through multiple visits and creating synergies and partnerships 
with various actors (e.g., energy advisors, social and housing practitioners, public health experts). 
Trust can be built also by going through gatekeepers – older women, people already known in the 
community, community leaders. Youth talking to youth - Importance of peers.

• Be clear, honest, not over promising. Prepare translations (local languages, and if possible, in the 
languages of our target audiences (RO, UK, dialects). Describe aims, methods, implications, nature 
of the participation, benefits and risks. Listen actively and attentively to feedback, concerns, and 
suggestions.

• Accessibility. Have an interpreter. Avoiding stigmatisation – especially in language. Consider 
compensation, meet care and transport needs/ be accessible to all – locations that feel like home.

HouseInc accounts for these challenges by the direct involvement of case study partners, Politeia, 
Romodrom, Liberitutti and the City of Mannheim, who offer extensive experience and direct 
contacts within the communities.   

Tips to involve marginalised stakeholders and 
local communities in multi-stakeholder initiatives



Use supporting material with imagery. Approach taken in the EU-funded project ENPOR: the Austrian Energy 
Agency (AEA) identified the difficulty to reach energy-poor households, especially when this is attempted through 
material rich in text. In a co-creation process, the materials were developed focusing on imagery and translated in 10 
languages. 

ENPOR has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and 
innovation programme under grant agreement No 889385.

https://ieecp.org/2023/01/30/energy-and-water-saving-measures-in-the-energy-crisis-in-10-languages/


We should ensure that our engagement approach is culturally appropriate, accessible, transparent, and 
responsive. 

“The repeated lesson: people respond to opportunities when they are communicated clearly, locally, and 
with empathy.” (PowerUp)

• Culture – Ensure catering is culturally “sensitive” (i.e. if needed halal, kosher, etc.).

• Event management - Implement policies and practices that encourage equitable participation, as well 
as scheduling at times and venues that are convenient for the community. Create space for everyone 
through intentional facilitation. Some important community events could also be leveraged (religious 
celebrations, moments of gathering – choir, knitting group, etc.). 

• Adaptation and repetition –Stakeholder engagement activities should not be a one-off event but an 
ongoing process that adapts to shifting realities.

• Celebration - Acknowledge and appreciate efforts and inputs and celebrate the milestones, as well as 
maintain and strengthen communication and collaboration with the marginalised groups and follow 
up on any commitments or promises we have made.

Tips to involve marginalised stakeholders and 
local communities in multi-stakeholder initiatives



“When done well, co-creation is inclusive and 
empowering - It creates an option for people’s 

lived and professional experiences to shape 
research so it’s practically helpful in the real 

world.”  (Stockholm Environment Institute /  York's 
Inclusive Citizen Science group)

• Living labs and community events resulted in 
low engagement. 

• Focus on the German learnings:
• Tried recruiting in the neighborhoods, church 

groups, shopping centres, with flyers, incentives / 
vouchers for participating in a 2h “chat” (using 
appropriate language).

• Difficult to “steal” time from people, especially if 
they feel you take from them but do not see the 
value. 

• There were no restaurants, no civil society group, 
same challenge faced by sport groups.

• Do more focus groups to create a lasting trusting 
relationship. Vouchers worked better.

• Work with intermediaries (Politeia, Romodrom 
better than “city representatives”).

• Participants recruitment worked well with market 
research institute…

Engagement in the HouseInc pilots: results

DE -Test of collaborative approaches to design a pilot outreach 
campaign or tool (educational, awareness, or collaboration-focused).

Guided discussion: what service is missing and where? Who is most 
vulnerable? Where are the risk clusters? which housing, socio-economic, 
demographic, and service-access factors drive risk?…. Followed by 
collaborative work sessions, to co-develop clear, multilingual, and 
accessible communication tools for residents + build energy literacy, 
improve cross-stakeholder cooperation, and test campaign design.

IDEA - Running an information campaign using a cargo bike (city-
owned) to spread infos about available resources and support to 

Vogelstang residents.

IT- Evolving storytelling of refugee housing pathways, documenting 
transitions, roles of communities, and third-sector responses.

• Tools: narrative infographics combining data, testimonies, 
and critical reflections.

• Target group: decision-makers, landlords, policymakers, 
Ukrainian refugees living independently.



Drawing 
realised 
by adults 
during the 
focus 
groups.

Workshops in Czech Republic with Roma communities 
and Italy with Ukrainians



• Be pragmatic
• Use online AND offline communication tools, such as face-to-face meetings, to overcome literacy 

barriers.
• Use clear outputs / figures / examples. 
• Make it relevant, tell communities what is in it for them, added value provided by looking for solutions 

together. 
• Use various forms of media: TV, posters, radio ads, print and social media. Use forums, Facebook, 

Whatsapp groups to allow for networking between individuals outside of physical spaces. 
• Use one-to-one support through befriending or social prescribing. 
• Common visions, transparency. Make people curious, have tangible discussion topics (ex: how do you 

dry your clothes? What room do you use? then bring in the energy chat).

• Drawing people to having conversations by having the “right space”
• Use a space where people meet (park, church) + Neutral meeting point (not school or municipality), 

open and free space and access (Klimatorium in Denmark).
• Informal gatherings (festivals, etc) and moving towards the communities, for instance with a 

connected electric cargo bike, something that attracts the attention.
• Free reception areas, drop-in sessions at community hubs (town hall, library, social centres, etc.).
• Children > creativity, room to play and bring the conversation up while playing. 

Lessons learned – more inclusive community 
perspectives



• Focus on people
• Plan childcare If needed.

• Accessibility: Offer transport to the location if needed / make sure it is near public 
transport + has disabled access, parking.

• Avoid to conflict with religious or cultural events.

• Focus on people… but maybe not real! Careful about stigmas, rather use personas.

• Maintain contact.

• Involve market research institutes…

Lessons learned – more inclusive community 
perspectives



Example of work towards “personas”



• Women face worse situations, a woman in urban areas dealing with a health 
issue might additionally face language barriers, isolation, no support for 
children, no transport mean, etc. We need to consider all those aspects.

• Intersectionality is a concrete concept in rural areas: who can benefit from 
services and opportunities?

• Hard-to-reach? Vulnerable communities labelled as such places the blame 
on them >> switch the narrative and question why services or policies do not 
reach them? Consider their needs as starting point (Kingsmith, 2021, 
PowerUP).

Opening the issue



http://houseinc.eu

http://houseinc.eu 

https://linkedin.com/showcase/houseinc-project

#HouseInc
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• LIFE ASSERT project: https://ieecp.org/projects/assert/ , as well as BOLSTER, ABC project, ACCTING, SuperShine. User-Centred Energy Systems TCP Hard-to-
Reach Energy Users Task.

• Horizon Power UP project: https://www.socialenergyplayers.eu/

• Horizon ENPOR project: https://ieecp.org/2023/01/30/energy-and-water-saving-measures-in-the-energy-crisis-in-10-languages/ 

• Sielker, F., Banabak, S., Gerhalter, M., Neuhuber, T., Sutterlütti, D., Dorner, J., Reckhaus, L. C., Larrea, E., Serra, M., Turnbull, D., Pittini, A., Szemzö, H., Hegedüs, J., 
Kepes, K., Belotti, E., Bricocoli, M., Lilius, J., Rautio, E.-N., Falcón, L., … Orchowska, J. (2025). Access to Affordable and Quality Housing for All People : Main 
Report. ESPON. http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12708/225344 

• EPAH Lunch talk #23 – Klimatorium and Gender4Power project (Lidija Zivcic, Focus, Slovenia).

• Stockholm Environment Institute / SEI York's Inclusive Citizen Science group.

• https://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/stakeholder.asp 

• Lépineux, François. (2005). Stakeholder theory, society and social cohesion. Corporate Governance. 5. 99-110. 10.1108/14720700510562640.

• https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/media/insights/documents/Mapping-and-working-with-marginalised-communities-
Workbook.pdf?mtime=20200703163650&focal=none 

• https://hbr.org/2014/03/five-questions-to-identify-key-stakeholders 

• Eikelenboom, M., Long, T.B. Breaking the Cycle of Marginalization: How to Involve Local Communities in Multi-stakeholder Initiatives?. J Bus Ethics 186, 31–62 
(2023). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05252-5

• Jennifer Rübel, ifok, Make the invisible visible – How to engage with hard-to-reach citizens for policy development? Methodology, learnings, and best practices 
from the project “Fair Energy Transition for All”. A publication of the King Baudouin Foundation.

• Just Europe podcast, https://employment-social-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies-and-activities/fair-green-and-digital-transitions-research/just-europe-podcast_en

• European Commission, Making the inclusion of children with migrant backgrounds as easy as ABC, link.

• https://ieecp.org/2025/04/08/houseinc-case-study

• https://ieecp.org/2025/05/07/big-research-starts-small-how-science-meets-kids-wishes-houseinc-contributions/ 
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• Mapping and working with marginalised communities - A workbook to guide you in identifying and 
supporting seldom heard communities in your neighbourhood (2020, Ambition for Ageing).

• A key finding from the report is that “the spatial distribution of a marginalised community in a 
locality will influence the most effective approach to involving community members in group 
activities. Small, dispersed communities of identity are at greatest risk of exclusion”: this is the 
case of HouseInc communities.

• Developing an approach to working with marginalised communities (2020, Ambition for Ageing).

• The Value of Small Community-Led Equalities Projects Research - A report into working with small 
equalities organisations to conduct research alongside and about marginalised and seldom-heard 
community groups. Type of Document: Practical advice.

• Eikelenboom, M., Long, T.B. Breaking the Cycle of Marginalization: How to Involve Local 
Communities in Multi-stakeholder Initiatives?. J Bus Ethics 186, 31–62 (2023). 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-022-05252-5 

• Case studies - SERIGO

• https://www.nea.org.uk/researchpolicy/gypsies-travellers-roma-nomadic-communities/ 

Further sources of information

https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/media/insights/documents/Mapping-and-working-with-marginalised-communities-Workbook.pdf?mtime=20200703163650&focal=none
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https://www.ambitionforageing.org.uk/sites/default/files/A%20spatial%20approach%20to%20working%20with%20marginalised%20communities%20%284-page%20briefing%29.pdf
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made of the information it contains. 

Annexes



Apply a holistic integrated 

methodological approach 

(micro-meso-macro) to 

study interlinkages among 

dimensions of housing 

inequalities and socio-

demographic 

characteristics of 

marginalised communities.

1

Assess and help 

policymakers understand 

economic, social and 

ecological drivers of and 

related effects on housing 

inequalities and examine 

pathways and impacts of 

their interaction.

2

Analyse and assess 

the effects of 

different types of 

tenure and policies 

on housing 

inequalities.

3

HouseInc project objectives

Investigate the role 

of geographic scale 

and conceptualise 

proximity/distance 

regarding fragilities in 

dimensions of 

housing inequality.

4

Map, co-design and 

scale-up social, economic 

and ecologic/digital 

solutions to housing 

inequalities in the context 

of marginalised 

communities.

5

Derive, co-design and 

validate empirically 

based and high-quality 

policy recommendations 

to address interlinked 

dimensions of housing 

inequality on the local, 

regional and national 

level.

6



Activities 

A multinational survey (8,000 

participants) across 8 countries to 
provide a snapshot of the impact 

of ongoing crises on the different 

dimensions of housing inequality. 

Policy recommendations to 

provide guidelines for 
policymakers to increase access to 

affordable, inclusive and 

sustainable housing for 
marginalised groups in society.

Establish multi-stakeholder Living 

Labs and focus groups to co-
design solutions at local and 

regional levels, across at least 15 

countries.



HouseInc Living labs (Unibo)

• The Living Lab (LL) is a methodology, a way of working together with many actors, 
local authorities, NGOs, communities, researchers, and private actors to co-design 
solutions for housing inequalities. It is a step-by-step process (8 phases). 
Normally, this would take a long time, but within HouseInc we only test the first 
three steps.

• They foster collaboration between residents, policymakers, and housing 
associations, they regenerate social housing, improve resident well-being, and co-
create sustainable renovations. Interactive approaches, like serious games, offer 
promising ways to engage citizens playfully while supporting understanding, 
dialogue, and reflection.

• The LL is like an ongoing laboratory.

The 8 Phases of a Living Lab

1.Initiation. Define the main problem and 
who is involved.
2.Plan development. Build commitment and 
set common goals.
3.Co-production. Organize workshops, 
prototype activities, and start testing.
4.Implementation. Put the co-created 
solutions into practice.
5.Evaluation. Assess what works and what 
doesn’t.
6.Iteration. Refine solutions and repeat 
where needed.
7.Scaling up. Expand successful solutions.
8.Replication. apply the methodology in 
other places.



HouseInc Living Labs (led by UNIBO) 



Living Labs (UNIBO)

Next steps

1

Deepen co-production activities

LL workshops across all four case studies during the GA + focus 
groups in 2 case studies 
Advance from needs mapping to solution co-design

2

3

Dissemination and replication

Connect to the new European 
Affordable Housing Plan

D I M E N S I O N V O G E L S T A N
G

O S T R A V A
& K A R V I N A

D A R V A R I C - B  
W I D E S P R E A D  
R E C E P T I O N

Starting question Energy vulnerability 

readable at NH scale

Housing exclusion and 

resilience of support policies

Missing services in informal 

settlements

Holding the widespread 

reception system beyond 

emergency

Position of the 

Living Lab

Inside the municipal 

apparatus

NGO hosting a cross-sector 

table

Community plus local 

administration

Social cooperative with field 

operators

Composition 5 municipal staff from 

different departments

6 actors across ministry, city, 

NGOs and market

Local authorities, residents, 

NGOs

5 cooperative operators plus 1 

host family

Most effective tool Discussion of the Energy 

Map

Work on territorial maps Pathway of Transition in two 

groups

Comparative mapping of 

territories

Immediate outcome Validation of service 

mapping (energy risk 

map)

Idea of a cargo-bike 

information campaign

Support for social workers 

(also psychological) and for 

cooperation

Authority commitments on 

IDs and connections

Awareness campaign door-to-

door outreach, meetings at 

the local social center/at 

school, digital leaflets, and 

short videos on social media

Creation of a network of host 

families and associations

Stronger psychological 

support for families and 

hosted individuals

Main obstacle Newly approved 

municipal budget cuts

Uncertainty around the social 

housing act

Informal legal status of the 

land

Project ending and staff 

dispersal

Produce 1 factsheet on solutions the Living Lab 
methodology. 
Develop the strategic roadmap for scaling solutions to 
policy level.



• Difficulties to reach out and recruit case study and Living Lab participants as well as societal, policy and business stakeholders for 
focus groups and feedback loops, for instance due to a lack of trust from the communities in the case studies and thus a lack of 
willingness to participate 

HouseInc will pay special attention to stakeholders’ engagement and recruitment methods through shared activities (workshops) and establish 
common practices and guidelines (also in regard to participant incentives and the identification of gatekeepers in the communities) moreover, 
the partners and the Advisory Boards member's extensive networks to reach stakeholders and research participants will be used. In addition, 
we ensure that there is no over-promising of outcomes for the communities in the case studies but that realistic and achievable goals are 
communicated. Consequently, the informed consent forms will be tailored to the specific context.

• Inability to reach out to and effectively engage the main target groups of the project with the project results due to language barriers 
and/or low interest.

There is a risk that translating and defining terms, such as "energy poverty," into local languages may encounter challenges. These difficulties 
could stem from linguistic nuances and cultural interpretations, potentially leading to negative perceptions or misinterpretations by 
community members. Specifically, terms that carry connotations of socioeconomic disadvantage, like "poor" or "marginalized," may 
inadvertently evoke resistance among individuals. This resistance may result in reluctance to participate in initiatives aimed at addressing 
pertinent issues, hindering community engagement efforts. 

In addition, whenever possible, piloting phases will be implemented in the research process to ensure the chance of adjustments after a first 
testing (e.g., in surveys). Moreover, an appropriate incentive for participation in the case studies and focus groups is foreseen to increase the 
willingness to participate. To mitigate this risk, meticulous attention will be given to the translation and definition process, ensuring linguistic 
accuracy and cultural sensitivity. Collaborative efforts within the consortium and community representatives will be prioritized to accurately 
convey the intended meanings of terms. Additionally, proactive communication strategies will highlight inclusivity and empowerment, 
emphasizing the shared goals of the initiatives and fostering a supportive environment conducive to meaningful participation from all 
community members.

• Lack of sensitivity in intersectionality and reach of marginalized communities 

The case study leads will work in close collaboration with case study partners to be gender and culturally sensitive; the consortium will develop 
guidelines on ethical research management in the context of marginalized communities.

Risks anticipated by HouseInc & mitigation measures



• Does the stakeholder have a fundamental impact on our project performance? 

• Can we clearly identify what we want from the stakeholder?

• Is the relationship dynamic — that is, do we want it to grow?

• Can HouseInc exist without or easily replace the stakeholder? 

• Has the stakeholder already been identified through another relationship/project? 

• Do they support this project or are they critical of it? 

• How influential or powerful are they? 

• Do they prefer to be notified via phone call or email? How often? 

• What is this stakeholder’s interest in this project? 

By clustering stakeholders according to common needs, we ensure to have a 
shorter and manageable mapping, increasing the efficiency and impact of our 

efforts to meet the right groups’ needs. 

Defining HouseInc audiences



Copyright: PowerUp

https://www.socialenergyplayers.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/POWERUP_D5.1_short-report.pdf
https://www.socialenergyplayers.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/POWERUP_D5.1_short-report.pdf
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