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Diverse City 

A co-design workshop by Migrationlab, HHS and ECF at Laaktheater, The Hague 

 

As a follow up to a preparatory workshop at The Hague University of Applied Sciences [HHS] in April and 

to the ‘Peace Through Culture’ citizen’s dialogue of May 10th some 40 students, academics and cultural 

changemakers got together in The Hague’s Laaktheater on October 12th. The purpose? To identify 

concrete proposals and action plans to make our professional surroundings better reflect the diversity 

which is a given in our public space. 

During the course of the day participants were welcomed into the conversation by host Laura Pana, who - 

with her Migrationlab methodology – enabled the democratic participation of all present in the various 

rounds of public exchange. A series of excursions – ‘safaris’ some said – into Laakkwartier community 

institutions were programmed to allow participants to better understand the local social fabric. 

Participants had the opportunity to take a peek into ‘Fathercentre Adam’, Hindu Temple ‘Sewa Dhaam’, 

Mother- and Child centre ‘Bij-1’, language courses at ‘Jeroentje’ and the communal gardens of 

‘Schimmelweg’. You can find photos of these visits here. 

 

 
 

Diversity? 

Our day started with an opening round of reflections on diversity in our professional surroundings. What 

pops up first in participants‘  minds? An overview of the terms – ranging from positive associations as the 

centre, enriching, and strength to more negative ones such as stereotypes and chaos, fake, and 

segregation – already indicated that the topic is present in the participants’ minds.  

http://www.culturalfoundation.eu/library/peace-through-culture-a-citizens-dialogue?rq=peace%20through%20culture
http://www.laaktheater.nl/
http://www.migrationlab.org/
http://www.vadercentrumadam.nl/
http://www.sewadhaam.eu/
http://www.bij-1.nl/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/culturalfoundation/albums/72157687220198721
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In the discussion following this opening round participants clearly stated that in their opinion so much 

talking - often limited to much policymaking jargon - goes into diversity that the necessity of 

implementing measures and proven mechanisms to close the gap between talk and reality sometimes 

disappears beyond the horizon. As the focus of this Diverse City co-design workshop was exactly about 

listing the latter, this seemed a promising start. 

 

 
photos: Pop up comments by participants on ‘diversity’ / Group excursion 
 

Excursions 

A common thread in the appreciation of the places visited was that all of them were founded and 

maintained by active communities. In the eyes of the participants this ensured places more alive and 

more rooted than those ‘parachuted’ into a neighbourhood. The spaces were perceived to be ‘safe 

spaces’ in a not always friendly public environment, which helps people to leave their houses and get to 

those places. The drive of the initiators was recognized as being similar – offering safe spaces without 

the need to remain invisible. It would have been quite difficult for participants to remain invisible having 

been ‘welcomed’ with a loud question as the tours kicked off: “Don’t you have any pavement in your 

neighbourhood to walk on?” A small insight into the local social fabric. From here on the group 

discussion moved into the direction of whether visiting places like these as an outsider could teach 

anything? “Didn’t it feel a bit like in a zoo?”, passing by, observing, without interacting? Opinions 

differed. 

 

Professional surroundings 

But the groundwork had been laid for the final round of activities, focusing on the question how to 

promote diversity in our professional surroundings? One participant stressed the fact that diversity 

should be approached as intersectional as possible. Because it could well be that one does not long for 

diversity in their private sphere, yet understands the need for their professional surroundings reflecting 

(the diversity in) public sphere.  

 

Participants were invited to split up in smaller working groups and pick a table to work on. All tables 

were prepared with an empty canvas, and lots of materials to work with. Table talks differed, but once 

again some common lines were to be discerned: that the question of diversity was very much a question 
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of inclusiveness, and thus of groups understanding their privileges. That opening up to newcomers in a 

society is all about creating accessibility and doing so in a modest way. Because we all need to belong 

and feel safe.  

 

Presentations 

Group One focused on the expectations raised by their surroundings – the HHS – which tends to openly 

communicate about its’ international nature. But the expectations raised do not always meet reality: For 

instance, the English skills of certain staff members is often insufficient, the service towards students 

misses intercultural sensitivity and – perhaps as a consequence – the mutual curiosity between Dutch 

and international students is lower than expected. The measures listed to counter these observations 

were very concrete: 

a. Students should not be consumers, but active participants in their university, they should speak up 

b. This should be done so in classes at university but particularly outside 

c. By organizing debating societies or theatre classes, informal meeting places 

d. Accessible to students and to staff 

e. Some special attention should be given to staff-to-staff workshops – on acknowledging the problems 

and solutions. 

 

Group Two elaborated on the question of language. Who decides what language is spoken in groups? Do 

majorities always decide? And how can we think of rules or tools to make people feel welcome? The 

answer was pretty straightforward: 

f. Always speak a language shared by all present in the conversation 

g. Only then do you create social realities where people also accept if you sometimes have an 

intermezzo with someone else in another language 

 

 
photos: Table discussion / Group presentation 
 

Group Three discussed organizational models: Is ‘self-organization’ of minority groups a positive idea, 

future minded, or retrograde and confirming the reality? The presentation of the idea of quota for 

workplaces was met with a fierce debate. “I was once selected as a ‘victim’ of a quota policy and I didn’t 

like it,” was a personal reaction, but on a more general note, one participant raised the question on 

what data these quota should be based? Another one stated: “positive discrimination is still 

discrimination”.  

h. The suggestion of anonymous application to job vacancies was agreed upon as good policy. 
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Group Four took their discussion unto a metaphorical level and asked themselves what we talked about 

when discussing diversity. “Weren’t we discussing inclusivity? What spaces do we talk about, aren’t we 

talking about various spaces? Do we need integration or can people join in on their own merits?” To 

complexify matters the question on identity was brought on the table: “I embody many identities, so 

which one are we addressing?” In the end Group Four agreed upon 

i. Acknowledging people have many identities, and that some are limiting and others are not. “Your 

hobbies are not problematic in finding a job, your skin colour often is.”  

j. Having discussions in groups on matters of identity, on inclusiveness, on diversity as a means to raise 

and deepen awareness. 

 

Drafting an action plan 

Compiling a list of the above-mentioned action bullets points seemed the way to close off this day and 

leave with an agenda. But the participants decided to leave them to the presentations and instead come 

up with a common shared personal action plan, starting with an ‘I’: 

- I will always encourage group work, also in professional working surroundings 

- I will endorse interest clubs, perhaps based on skill-mapping 

- I will take the initiative to speak up 

- I will further research on the topics of diversity to better understand others and myself 

- I will show good examples of diversity 

 

To conclude 

The participants spent a day discussing topics that deserve serious attention, but as an expert on 

diversity mentioned: “We could also make fun of each other, we don’t need to be that serious all the 

time.” And there was laughter during the day, as participants did respect each other’s opinions. A lot. So 

a final remark could be: ”This was as if we were in a laboratory, let’s take our findings with us, into the 

world outside!” 

 


