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To tackle societal challenges, 

innovation is necessary, but not sufficient.

We need systemic, transformative change,

i.e. transitions towards more just & sustainable societies. 
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innovations are 
transformative to the 
extent that they

• challenge
• alter
• replace

dominant structures &
institutions

Photo by Zbynek Burival on Unsplash

Photo by Emre Kuzu from Pexels

transformative innovation

Pel et al. 2020

Avelino et al. 2019

Wittmayer et al. 2019

Haxeltine et al. 2017
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(un)sustainable & (un)just cities?



… cities that (strive to) meet the 

following four conditions:

• Improving quality of life & well-being

• Meeting needs of both present & future 

generations

• Enabling justice & equity

• Living within ecosystem limits. 

Sources: Castán Broto & Westman (2016) 

Agyeman et al (2013, 2002)

What are sustainable & just cities?



• Beyond inclusivity, equality & equity

• Distributive justice 
(e.g. equitable distribution of material resources & services)

• Procedural justice 
(e.g. participatory & democratic decision-making) 

• Recognition justice 
(e.g. recognizing historical context & culturally inclusive practices) 

• (many other dimensions) 

Sources: Schlosberg 2013, Kotsila et al. 2020 

What is environmental justice? 



Kotsila et al. 2020, Anguelovski et al. 2020





• Transformative perspective: 

transitions & social innovation

• Power relations (exclusion, inequality, 

oppression, extraction, exploitation etc.)

how these are reproduced/ transformed & 

how we can empower each other to 

contribute to change. 

How do we study #SustainableJustCities? 
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Problematic power relations:

inequality, oppression, exclusion, exploitation, extraction, injustice

How & to what extent are urban innovations/transitions challenging 

and/or reproducing power relations? 

What are (un)intended power implications of 

urban innovation/transition processes?



Power Contestations Questions about social change & innovation

Power ‘over’ < > 

power ‘to’ (e.g. Dahl, Parsons, Foucault, 

Morris, Davis, Giddens, Arendt, Gordon, 

Stewart) 

• Power over: Who is exercising power over whom? How are which structures of domination/ oppression/ dependence changed or 

(re)produced?

• Power to: How is power exercised for/through/against change?

• Power with: How do actors collaborate in the exercise of power for/against change?

Centred < > diffused

(e.g. Dahl, Bachrach & Baratz, Lukes, Mann, 

Foucault, Gramsci)

• How are the three/four faces of power manifested in processes of change? 

• How is power diffused, (de)centralised and/or recentralised in/by/for change? Who is included and excluded? 

• How & by whom is the agenda of change decided? Which issues are kept of the agenda?  How are underlying preferences shaped? 

Consensual < > conflictual 

(e.g. Parsons, Arendt, Mann, Haugaard)

• How are both consensus and conflict manifested in change? 

• Which conflicts are ‘hidden’ under seemingly consensual processes? 

• How and to what extent is consensus oppressive and conflict emancipatory (and vice versa) in processes of change?

Constraining < > enabling

(e.g. Foucault, Giddens, Clegg, Davis, 

Arendt, Hayward & Lukes)

• How are both structure & agency manifested in change? 

• Who/what is enabled and/or constrained by change and how?

• How/to what extent are which structures (a) an object of change (to be transformed), (b) a constraint for change, (c) an enabler

for change?

Quantity < > quality 

(Mann, Sewell, Arendt, Avelino)

• How and to what extent are what different kinds of power exercised for/through/against change, by and over whom? 

• Which actor are exercising more/less power in/of/through change, and how? Who has more/less access to which resources? 

• How do power relations/dynamics manifest in change (e.g. cooperation, (in)dependence, competition, co-existence, synergy, 

antagonism)? 

Empowerment < > disempowerment 

(e.g. Boje & Rosile, Hardy & Leiba-

O’Sullivan, Follet)

• Who is (dis)empowered in/by change, by whom or by what?

• (How) is (dis)empowerment manifested in change as (a) intentional outcome (empowerment as end), (b) constraining/enabling 

factor (empowerment as means), or (c) object/type of change in itself? 

Knowledge as < > prior to power 

(e.g. Bourdieau, Flyvbjerg, Lukes, Foucault, 

Barnes)

• Which knowledges, discourses, ideologies underly the process of change?

• How is knowledge on change co-evolving with which power dynamics?

• How is knowledge mobilised as (a) an object of change, or (b) an instrument for enabling/constraining change?

Avelino, forthcoming



• Transformative perspective: 

transitions & social innovation

• Power perspective (exclusion, inequality, 

oppression, extraction, exploitation etc.)

how these power relations are reproduced/ 

transformed & how we can empower each 

other to contribute to change. 

• Translocal perspective: 

locally embedded & globally connected 

How do we study #SustainableJustCities? 



Translocal Empowerment
locally embedded & globally connected

each region, city & initiative is unique but also linked & allied

Avelino, Dumitru, Cipolla, Kunze & Wittmayer et al. 2020



Avelino, Dumitru, Cipolla, Kunze & Wittmayer et al. 2020
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Ongoing research question

What is the countervailing 
power of translocal innovation 

initiatives & networks +                   
how can it be increased?  
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Power Lab on Power Dynamics in 

Transformative Social Innovation

?



(re)politicize
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Thank you!
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