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Compassionate city

What? 
How? 

With whom? 
Whereto?







Long term 
aims

? ? ?



A compassionate city 
is one where serious illness, 
dying, caregiving and grief is 
everyone's business. It is a 

social ecology approach 
based on principles of 

participation, empowerment, 
inclusion, respect and dignity

Key 
principles

Target 
groups

Activities/
actions

Primary 
focus

OUTCOMES OUTPUTS INPUTS SUCCESS 
FACTORS

Examples 
of target 
groups

People in 
schools

Workplace 
policies

Local policies

EvaluationImplementation

School 
policies

empowerment

Employers and 
employees

Local 
government



More than 100 frameworks exist, 
making it difficult to know where 

to start



Criteria of Compassionate Communities



Characteristics of a compassionate city program

Change at different 
socioecological levels  

Participation and collaboration

Coordination and Facilitation

Sustainability

Complexity and nonlinearity

A compassionate city 
is one where serious illness, 
dying, caregiving and grief is 
everyone's business. It is a 

social ecology approach 
based on principles of 

participation, empowerment, 
inclusion, respect and dignity
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Characteristics of a compassionate city program

Change at different 
socioecological levels  

Participation and collaboration

Coordination and Facilitation

Sustainability

Complexity and nonlinearity

Compassionate cities programs =
Complex Adaptive Systems 

Agents

Emergence 

Feedback 

Adaptation 

Self-organisation

Co-evolution

Non-linearity



A combination of frameworks and approaches is 
suitable

Change at different 
socioecological levels  

Participation and collaboration

Coordination and Facilitation

Sustainability

Complexity and nonlinearity

Developmental evaluation approach 

Consolidated Framework for Implementation 
Research (CFIR)

i-PARIHS framework

Normalization Process Theory (NPT)















Facilitation:
- Change manager

- Project facilitators 

Interviews Observations
Document 

analysis

structured 

reports

Facilitation

Representative city for process guidance

Research team

1) change manager - city project facilitator  - research team
2) Access to networks
3) Operational <> developing vision

Barriers
1) Shortage of staff on project at city level
2) Risk of ‘taking over’ versus engaging, stimulating…
3) Reshuffling priorities due to external context (COVID, electoral 

pressure?)
4) Issues of (perceived) power, ownership, echelons



Interviews Observations
Document 

analysis

Coalitions / 
internal 

environment

Creation of new collaborations and 
networks
Knowledge exchange
Autonomy for different working groups
Linking with other wellbeing projects

‘Meetings logic’
Lack of concrete actions
Lower engagement in some 
working groups
Usual suspects problem 
(missing stakeholders)

 Evolution to a transversal 
knowledge exchange network

Coalition form
ation

The fragmentation has 
become a bit smaller 
to me.



Population 

survey
Workshops

Coalitions / 
internal 

environment

High willingness to support others
Available potential social support
Knowledge palliative care

Knowing available support
Actions around own EOL
Overall participation in community 
life
Discomfort with dying of others

In Bruges, Herzele and 2 other ‘control’ cities 
Random sample from population register
Obtained N= 2008, 
about 50% response rate

Mapping needs, strengths, assets in 
population



Neighborhood

survey

Neigborhood

conversations

Coalitions / 
internal 

environment

In 1 neighborhood in Bruges and Herzele
Random sample from population register
Obtained N= 714, 
about 40% response rate

Mapping needs, strengths, assets in 
neighborhood:

- Neighborhood survey
- ’Soep met babbels”

- Neighborhood conversations

Engaging a neighborhood community 
builder

N
eighborhood 

activities

Neigborhood

interviews with 

identified assets



Neighborhood 
activities

 Large nr of experiences
Need for knowledge exchange and inspiration
Referrals: how and to whom?

Experienced needs for a change around serious 
illness, loss, grief

Is it our task to do this?
Will I be doing the right thing? 
I don’t always have time for this….

Relative priority?



Neighborhood 
activities

Designing the innovation?

COMPASSIONATE SIN-KRUIS

??
??

Neighborh
ood police

Local 
healthcare 

partners Local shops 
and 

businesses

Faith groups

Neighborhoo
d 

committees
Places of solace
Inspiration days

Identified need for a facilitating 
(not dictating) neighborhood 
Community developer 
as external change agent



Citizens participated to 
workshops, events,…

Citizens actively 
participate in actions

Citizens

Organization of events, workshops, 
participatory brainstorms…:

- Knooppunten
- Geborgen zorgen

- …

OutputsActivities

Quantitative 

event data

Interviews with 

organisers

Interviews with 

participants





Monitor changes Flexible process 
evaluations

Repeat survey in all cities and 
neighborhoods

Longitudinal qualitative data from 
observations and interviews

Causal 
attribution

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

Jan-19 Jan-20

Comcity SomeCity

Comcity Actions

Survey 1 Survey 2



Monitor changes Flexible process 
evaluations

Repeat survey in all cities and 
neighborhoods

Longitudinal qualitative data from 
observations and interviews

Causal 
attribution

Organisational network analysis



Monitor changes Flexible process 
evaluations

Repeat survey in all cities and 
neighborhoods

Longitudinal qualitative data from 
observations and interviews

Most significant change method

Administrative health data

Causal 
attribution

Organisational network analysis







A compassionate city program is a complex adaptive system where change 
happens nonlinearly at different socioecological levels, by different 
stakeholders through facilitated participation and collaboration 

This requires adequate approaches to combine development and evaluation 
and frameworks to understand different important factors of development 
and success

The research needs to focus on flexibility, adaptive management, monitoring 
change, and causal attribution and use different data collection methods and 
sources thereto


