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”

“Sustainable city futures need 
experimentation & innovation 
developed through collaboration 
between academia & social actors

New directions in the governance and development of sustainable city futures 
challenge the role of the academy: what are we to make of the emergence of 
innovation and experimentation? And are we necessary for securing urban futures?



Sustainable 
Urban 
Futures

UNDERSTANDING THE 
CHANGING CONDITIONS OF 
SUSTAINABLE CITY FUTURES



Modern Global 
Environmental 
Governance?

Climate as a Global Commons
Ecologically Modern State
Targets & Timetables 
Precautionary Principle
Science speaks ‘truth to power’
Internalise externalities 
Faith in progress



Making Cities Sustainable?

 Urban Sustainability Agenda emerged during era of modern environmental 
governance & bears its hallmarks

 Emphasis over past two decades has been on developing a knowledge 
base for action (‘if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it’)

 More recent interest in the ways in which urban sustainability can provide 
strategic leverage for economic and social development (a central 
principle of ecological modernisation)

 Dominated by vision of policy process in which knowledge is assembled, 
planning undertaken (with more/less consultation/participation), and 
policies implemented & evaluated 



Beyond modern 
environmental 
governance? Authority to govern 

is multiple & 
dispersed

Knowledge/action 
division disrupted

Climate problem is 
systemic rather 
than singular 

The ‘good’ climate 
society is 

indeterminate 

Modern Environmental 
Governance is increasingly 
under pressure as it seeks to 
grapple with the shifting 
nature of the climate-
sustainability problem from 
a singular issue to a matter 
of socio-material 
transformation 



Which way to the 
Good Climate City? Zero 

Carbon Smart 

Climate 
just Resilient 



From Planning Urban Sustainability Futures….



… to  Urban Government by Experiment



Sustainable 
Urban 
Futures

DO SUSTAINABLE CITY FUTURES 
NEED EXPERIMENTATION & 
INNOVATION?



Experimentation Everywhere

A global phenomenon…

In  a survey of 100 Global Cities (2009) over 
630 climate change experiments recorded
In an audit of carbon governance initiatives 
in 57 local authorities in Australia (2011 -12) 
900 urban-based initiatives contributing to  
urban governance of carbon across the 
domains of energy (47%), buildings (32%) 
and transport (21%). 
Initial results from the NATURVATION project 
find almost 1000 interventions with nature-
based solutions in 100 European cities (2017) 

… with important implications 
.

Experimentation is not confined to 
specific urban issues

Experimentation involves a wide array of 
actors & comes in multiple forms 

Experimentation impacts and 
consequences little understood



The Power of 
Experiments?

Infrastructures 
& 

Intermediaries

Publics 

Entities 

Potential of experiments 
in capacities to (re) 
configure: bring into 
alignment specific 
entities, infrastructures, 
and intermediaries 
around which new 
publics are constituted. 



Urban Living 
Laboratories

ULL

Embedded 

Learning

Co-designPartnership

Evaluation

Form of experimentation 
devised to design, test 
and learn from social 
and technical 
innovation in real time.



Multiple Modes of ULL Experimentation 

How
Type of Laboratory 

Trial (market testing for risk 
reduction) 

Enclave (protected niche; 
microcosm for incubation)

Demonstration (showcase of 
possibilities)

Platform (assembles interests & 
fosters reconfigurations)

Form of Governance

Strategic: dominant political & 
economic interests, city is a 
backdrop to wider ambitions

Civic: municipal government 
& economic & research 
actors, city is bounded arena 
for action

Organic: grassroots action, 
urban as context for realising 
social & economic interests



Nature Based 
Initiatives in 
100 Cities
www.naturvation.eu/atlas



Cities Addressing 
Sustainable 
Development Goals

Which sustainability 
challenges are 
addressed by NBS 
experiments in EU 
Cities? 



The Goldilock’s Problem

Too Hot?
Create dominant 
(neoliberal, technical) 
orthodoxies
Emphasis is on novelty or 
‘best in show’
Limits space for 
alternatives
Driving transformation to 
particular (dead) ends 

Too Cold?
Despite growth, 
experiments are marginal

Limited evidence of 
transformative change 

Dominant interests 
capture experimentation 

Too little, too late?



Sustainable 
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Futures

SUSTAINABLE CITY FUTURES 
NEED EXPERIMENTATION & 
INNOVATION DEVELOPED 
THROUGH COLLABORATION 
BETWEEN ACADEMIA & 
SOCIAL ACTORS



Partnerships for 
Experimentation

47% experiments involved 
some form of partnership

Private actors only lead 15% of 
experiments, but participate in 
42% of them. Civil society 
organisations lead only 9% of 
experiments but participate 
19% of them



The Value of Academic Collaboration?

Navigating opportunities …
 New forms of knowledge are needed 

to understand the ways in which 
experimentation can be designed, 
implemented & evaluated 

 Academic & research organisations 
can access funding for innovation that 
other actors can not (e.g. H2020, 
Innovate UK)

… and challenges
 Often placed within paradigm of 

modern environmental governance 
(providing ‘truth’ to ‘power’)

 Other sources of knowledge are often as 
important in fostering experimentation 

 Can create ‘marriages of convenience’ 
to access resources without genuine 
partnership

 Academic structures and cultures can 
work against collaboration of this kind



The Value of Academic Collaboration?

Complementarity 
 Where no one partner 

has all the pieces of the 
jigsaw required to act

 Requires understanding 
of the ‘fit’ between 
partners 

 Usually develops 
through longer term 
relations of trust

Uncertainty 
 Where there is an 

openness to the nature 
of the problem & its 
solutions

 Where the academy can 
(co-produce) new ways 
of thinking about the 
problem & its solutions

 Often arises in response 
to opportunity 

Controversy 
 Where there is significant 

controversy about 
(multiple) potential 
course of action

 Where decision-makers 
lack authority, academy 
can be seen as a means 
of re-establishing this

 Perhaps most frequently 
adopted in response to 
crisis 





Customer Led Network Revolution 



Working Together

Some Key Findings
 Electricity use is only weakly determined 

by conventional socio-demographic 
variables: income stands out

 Electricity use is currently within industry 
standards for network capacity and of 
new LCTs, only EVs challenge these

 Electricity use varies significantly within 
and between households; standard 
demand curves mask variation 
(flexibility)

And some Outcomes
 Electricity providers are now engaging 

with different organisations to examine 
the potential customer flexibility at the 
community scale

 Alternative approaches to providing 
information & incentives (which work 
on behaviour change) are being 
developed to shape practices of EV 
charging 



Really Working Together?

Yes
‘It was important that it was large, it 
was multidisciplinary…there was 
difficulty in communicating...but a 
great mix of different cultures…there 
is a real value of breaking people out 
of their silos’

No
‘We tried really hard…but the work 
that we’ve done still feels like it’s in 
sections…they never really came 
together in a joint method...there was 
a disconnect between the data that 
was going to be collected, what the 
interviews were going to provide and 
they do complement and work well 
together but it definitely felt we 
ended up in our silos’



Alternatives for Academic Collaboration

Being Useful ?
 There is often a strong focus on the need 

for academic research to become more 
‘useful’ in order to enable collaboration

 We should answer questions policy-
makers and practitioners need 
answering; we should make our work 
easier to use 

 This often comes in for strong opposition 
within academia because of concerns 
about ‘selling out’ to economic and 
government interests 

Being Transformative?
 Seeking to enable experimentation may 

be less about being useful and more 
about working together to be 
transformative 

 Focusing on key academic 
characteristics of curiosity and critique, 
open up new kinds of questions and act 
as ‘critical friend’ (two way process)

 Requires understanding the politics of 
knowledge production, focus on 
dialogue and iterative approach to 
project design and leveraging opposing 
views into the debate 



Revisiting The Goldilock’s Problem

Too Hot?
Develop effective, 
collaborative forms of 
critique

Enable uptake of existing 
innovations through 
knowledge sharing

Open the agenda to 
alternatives and diversity 

Too Cold?
Provide co-produced 
evidence for supporting 
experimentation
Draw attention to the 
forms of transformative 
change that are being 
enabled
Develop new theories of 
change to support 
experimentation 



Collaborative 
Experimentation 
Fostering Transformative 
Change for Sustainable 
Urban Futures

“An infinite light labyrinth is 
our metaphor for utopia—
perfect, limitless and 
unattainable, yet, it is a 
dream we must dream.”
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