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Knowledge to transition: 
Settings and approaches for co-production



The challenge to create change (towards sustainable pathways)



Key arguments 

1. CONCEPTUAL POSITION: Sustainability transitions 

require socio-technical system innovation.

2. KNOWLEDGE: Transition knowledge requires to 

combine scientific rigor with societal relevance & action.

3. GOVERNANCE: Transition governance builds on 

Settings to experiment and Strategies to translate

lessons learnt to diversified policies and societal uptake.



Conceptual position: Socio-technical system innovation

Transition theory proposes system innovation,

i.e. deep-structural changes of socio-technical

configurations underlying the respective sectors.

(Markard et al. 2012; Van Den Bergh et al. 2011)

Technological innovation or system optimization 

alone will not suffice. (Loorbach et al 2017, von 

Wirth et al. 2019)

• Rebound effects

• Institutional lock-ins

(Geels 2005)



Navigating sustainability transitions

• Conventional policy interventions, e.g. R&D investments or targeted subsidies 

(alone), will most likely not be enough to initiate and foster sustainability 

transitions. (Fuenfschilling& Truffer 2016)

• Transition scholars call for governance that is built around ‘provisional, flexible, 

revisable, dynamic and open approaches that include experimentation, 

learning, reflexivity and reversibility’ (Kuhlmann & Rip, 2014).



What needs to be built up? 

What structures need to change? 

What needs to go? 

What needs to become 
the new normal? 

Navigating Sustainability Transitions

(Loorbach et al. 2017)



Transition knowledge(s)

• Grand societal challenges as persistent, contested, 
value-loaded problems asking for knowledge from 
different scientific disciplines and societal actors!  
(Maurer et al 2013; Lang et al 2012) 

• Claims for joint problem solving between science and 
society. Contextualize (e.g. sustainability) research 
around contested stakeholder interests foster more 
“socially robust knowledge”. (Gibbons & Nowotny 2001) 

• Principles of transdisciplinary and co-creative 
knowledge production!

Pohl et al. 2010: 269



Transition knowledge(s)

• Objective: generating action-oriented or 
transformational knowledge: providing 
guidance for transition and intervention 
strategies (including goals, norms, visions, 
policy mixes)  (Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2008)

• Rationale: increasing the legitimacy, 
(co-)ownership, and accountability for the 
problem, as well as for the solution 
options among all collaborating actors.



Action-oriented knowledge

• The 2018 IPCC report points out that action-
oriented knowledge is needed to support 
individuals and groups from “national and 
sub-national authorities, civil society, the 
private sectors, indigenous peoples and local 
communities” in the “implementation of 
ambitious actions” that can help limiting 
global warming to 1.5ºC above pre-industrial 
levels. 

(Masson-Delmotte et al. 2018, D7) (Caniglia et al. under review)



Action-oriented knowledge

• Knowledge for intentional design, contextual 
realization, and shared agency. 

• “How to intervene to move towards possible 
sustainability solutions” (Wiek et al. 2012)

• Settings that enable the (co-) creation of 
action-oriented knowledges? Examples:

• Transition Labs / Living labs

• Transition Management arenas

• Transdisciplinary case study designs

(Caniglia et al. under review)



Urban Living Labs?

Voytenko et al. 2016

“Sites in cities devised to design, test and 
learn from social and technical innovation 
in real world settings.”

“An institutionally bounded environment 
(…) to make material interventions in the 
city and learn from them.’

Evans & Karvonen 2014



UE at a glance

(https://www.leefstraat.be; EU Interreg IV B project ‘MUSIC’)

• Leefstraat experiments (“Living Street 
project”, e.g. City of Ghent, Belgium)

• Temporary interventions that build on 
Transition arena’s, lab context and co-
creation processes among diverse urban 
actors with a strong focus on citizen visions 
and needs.

https://www.leefstraat.be/


UE at a glance

• Leefstraat experimentation then 
“translated” into cities like Antwerp, 
Brussels, Rotterdam, Utrecht, Amsterdam.

• Impact of 51 experiments in Ghent?
• 70% of inhabitants indicated that the experiment lead 

to better and increased relationships among neighbors.
• >50% had a significant lower use of their car during 

time of experiment.
• 80% of inhabitants would be willing to park their car 

outside of that area in post-experiment time.

• 1st. Living Streets congress in 2017

(https://www.leefstraat.be; EU Interreg IV B project ‘MUSIC’)

https://www.leefstraat.be/


ULLs promising characteristics

• Geographically embedded / real world setting 

• A shared (sustainability) vision

• Early involvement of users and other actors

• Co-creation of knowledge and outcomes

• Transparent mechanisms for project selection

• Transformative Impact? 

• Strategies and practices to diffuse?

Voytenko et al. 2015, Evans 2017
(Steen & v. Bueren 2017)



Broader impact to transform?

“Transformative potentials 
of Urban Living Labs will 
be realized by applying 
their lessons to places, 

organizations and 
policies.”

(Evans 2017)



Diffusion mechanisms

• Diffusion to other actors 

• Diffusion to other locations 

• Changing professional norms 

• Changing societal norms 

• Change in rules and regulations

• Change in public procurement 

• … and others!

Bosch et al. (2017). CITYkeys indicators for 
smart city projects and smart cities. 

van den Bosch, 2011; Gorissen et al. 2017



Understanding diffusion mechanisms

Embedding: the adoption and integration of 
its design, approach or outcomes into 
existing local structures (institutions, 
regulations, planning) and/or communities of 
practice.

Translation: addresses the process through which 
constitutive elements of an experiment are being 
replicated and reproduced elsewhere. Translation
deals explicitly with changing the context of an 
experiment.

Scaling: refers to the internal development and growth 
of niche experiments. It thus seeks to capture the ways
in which an experiment becomes bigger in terms of
content and remit.

von Wirth et al. 2018



ULL strategies to create broader impact

von Wirth et al. 2018



Critical perspective: scaling/replication

• Acknowledging different socio-spatial contexts

• Be aware of naïve scaling/replication across places.

• Expected impacts may vary significantly as well



ULL and transition governance

• ULL promise to leverage participation and inclusive 

knowledge creation through collaboration.

• Risk: experimental governance arrangements bear 

risk of “organized irresponsibility” (Beck, 1998).

• Who is in and who is out of the ULL? Open questions

of Agency, Legitimacy, Accountability, Exclusivity.

• Linking ULL to top-down decision making, 

formalized planning and broader policy strategies. 



Outlook and open questions

• Are we scaling up the right alternatives?

• Combine process perspective with 
Sustainability assessments & SDG targets

• Impact is hard to assess – seeds of 
change might instigate transformation.
• New ways of capturing institutionalizing 

and mainstreaming needed.

• Effects of positive imaginaries on 
exnovation and shrinkage understudied.
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