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I. Introduction

1.1 SUSPLACE

SUSPLACE, the acronym for SUStainable PLACE-

shaping, is a European Marie Curie (ITN) funding 

scheme for Innovative Training Networks funded 

by the European Commission. The overall aim of 

SUSPLACE was “to train Early Stage Researchers 

(ESRs) in innovative, interdisciplinary approaches 

to study sustainable place-shaping practices”. The 

program was implemented from 2015-2019, and 

explored how people can shape more sustainable 

places together. It analysed practices, pathways and 

policies that can support place-based approaches to 

sustainable development. 

Sustainable place-shaping is seen as a way to 

strengthen the capacities and autonomy of people 

in places. The assumption is that place-shaping 

supports their participation, collaboration, and 

collective agency. A selection of European initiatives 

and cases was analysed in 15 research projects 

under the heading of five themes: Inclusive Places, 

Resilient Places, Connected Places, Greening 

Economies and Pathways to Sustainability. The 

central questions that guided SUSPLACE research 

were: What are place-based resources? What 

are place-shaping practices that can support the 

transformation towards sustainability? How can the 

full potential of places and capacities of people be 

utilised to spur place-shaping processes? How can 

researchers support such processes?  

The SUSPLACE program involved place-based 

research carried out by Early Stage Researchers or 

fellows. The consortium was further composed of 

the supervisors of the individual fellows, as well 

as seven non-academic partners representing the 

public sector, NGOs and consultancies, visualised 

below. The SUSPLACE program supported the 

fellows with training to learn skills in collaboration, 

participative research, interdisciplinary working, 

and multi-method ways of working. Fellows were 

also engaged in the work of non-academic partner-

institutes via 3-months internships. Overall, the 

program provided a setting where place-based 

research, the roles of researchers and lessons learnt 

were regularly discussed during joint events and 

meetings, which took place biannually. 

This report provides an overview of the SUSPLACE 

findings and the why, what and how of sustainable 

place-shaping. It also includes a description of our 

learning journey, and highlights inspiring outputs. 

 
SUSPLACE partners
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1.2 Transforming places

Places face all sorts of sustainability challenges such 

as inequalities between places, exclusion of people, 

poverty, economic decline, resource depletion, 

ecological hazards and food insecurity. Often a 

narrow approach to sustainable development 

is promoted that is limited to efficient resource 

use and where development is understood as 

economic growth. Such a ‘place-less’ approach 

is not sensitive to differences in contexts and 

places and the relations between places. A place-

based development towards sustainability, in 

contrast, acknowledges the activities, energies and 

imaginations of the people (i.e. communities) and 

how these can have an impact on the environment 

and the economy in a more sustainable way [1].

Sustainability is a normative concept referring to the 

responsibility of decision-makers to make short-term 

decisions from a long-term perspective, considering 

the effects of these decisions on future generations 

and taking into account a range of geographical 

scales. The much needed transformation towards 

sustainability is not only driven by practices and 

political structures, but also by beliefs, values 

and worldviews that influence people’s attitudes 

and actions. We call this the ‘inner dimension’ 

of transformation [2]. It has been argued that a 

transformative learning process – which involves a 

shift in consciousness – is needed for people and 

societies to change their current way of living and 

to adapt sustainable or regenerative behaviours. 

Insight into the possibilities for such ‘change from 

the inside-out’ helps us to understand the reasons 

behind people’s choices which determine their 

daily activities, and what drives their willingness to 

support change.

SUSPLACE assumes that people/societies are able 

to transform their environment and to promote 

an inherently sustainable approach in finding 

‘place-based’ solutions to societal challenges. A 

place-based approach to development [3] builds 

on the specific resources, assets, capacities and 

distinctiveness of places that can strengthen the 

resilience of areas. The challenge to develop 

sustainable, place-based pathways for the future 

has become especially urgent in the wider debates 

on the depletion of fossil resources and climate 

change. The simple evidence of a global ambient 

temperature rise is undisputable. Climate change 

impacts places in different ways. According to 

the International Panel on Climate Change these 
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goals. They are societal issues, in the sense that 

humans have to ‘deeply adapt’ to uncertainty, 

instability, and unpredictability, which requires a 

change in emotional and psychological awareness, 

mindsets and attitudes. They are also spatial in 

that the causes, impacts and potential solutions of 

environmental problems often occur on different 

geographical scales. 

SUSPLACE advocates that place-based development 

can accommodate public participation and 

negotiation, local knowledge and sense-making, 

practices and planning to support sustainable 

development [6]. Place-based research helps to 

understand how practices on the ground can have 

transformative power. However, more research 

is needed to answer questions such as: what 

motivates people to transform (needs), what should 

be changed or transformed (challenges), how to 

transform these (via innovations) and through 

which practices transformation can be achieved.

The term transformation has been described in 

different ways. SUSPLACE considers transformation 

as a radical bottom-up perspective of change across 

sectors, which includes: 

•	 the practical, policy and personal sphere [7]

•	 a spatial and place-based perspective 

•	 the acknowledgement that human activities 

spatial differences include increases in: the mean 

temperature in most land and ocean regions, 

hot extremes in most inhabited regions, heavy 

precipitation in several regions, and the probability 

of drought and precipitation deficits in some 

regions [4]. Scientists argue that the rise of CO2 

emissions combined with the melting of the Arctic 

ice and a rise in sea water level will result in non-

linear, complex and partly unpredictable changes, 

or even in a societal collapse [5]. The rapid pace of 

such upcoming changes leaves governments a very 

limited window of opportunity to take measures 

in transforming our carbon dependent society. 

As a response, energy and sustainability policies 

are quickly gaining more urgency and momentum 

as part of the political agenda. The European 

Commission for example has a long-term aim of 

achieving a carbon-neutral economy by the year 

2050 in order to reach the climate goals of the Paris 

Agreement. 

Issues regarding challenges such as energy 

transition and climate change, or food security, 

scarcity of resources and inequality, are inherently 

political, societal and spatial. Being political 

issues, they require negotiations between policy-

makers and other actors to determine goals 

and interventions needed to implement these 
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have to stay within planetary boundaries [8]

•	 changing the relations between society and the 

environment, and between people and their 

environment [9] 

•	 innovations which support new pathways 

towards sustainability 

•	 a ‘deep adaptation’ to change, including the 

emotional and psychological attitudes needed 

to change awareness and behaviour [5]  

Although leadership is needed to transform 

places and images for the future (textbox 1), 

transformation does not call for monopolies of 

single actors taking the lead, but for collaboration, 

coalition building and co-creation. This includes 

the knowledge, imagination and capacity of 

‘people on the ground’. SUSPLACE paid specific 

attention to the wide array of citizens’ initiatives 

in the unfolding participative society or ‘do-

it-yourself democracy’. These individual and 

collective initiatives can potentially transform their 

place according to their ideas, needs, values and 

demands. As one of the non-academic partners, 

RoyalHaskoningDHV, mentioned: “The SUSPLACE 

program has addressed and explored an important 

trend in our societies: the increasing importance of 

joint initiatives and collaborative action of societal 

stakeholders / civil society and government and/

or private companies to enhance society together. 

In our daily work we encounter the significance of 

these kinds of initiatives, of ‘shared ownership’ in 

making transitions in sustainable energy production 

and consumption, in sustainable food and 

agriculture, in climate change, really happen”. 

The SUSPLACE program provides such initiatives a 

platform and voice via the research projects.
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Imaginative leadership: ‘the Cornwall Retreat’
Kelli Pearson

The goal of this project was to explore the potential 

of arts-based practices in nourishing imaginative 

leadership, which in turn can support ecological 

transformations. One of the case-studies was a 

retreat, an experimental arts-based residency, 

which took place in Cornwall in the UK. It was 

designed to engage local citizens around the topic 

of climate change. The retreat was set up as a 

loosely simulated holding camp in which people 

would imaginatively experience and explore life as a 

climate change refugee. 

During the four days of the retreat, 38 participants 

from the coastal Cornwall region camped and 

cooked together and engaged in various hands-on 

creative activities. These activities were intended 

to explore emotions and issues related to climate 

change and its potential impacts.

Addressing climate change and other global social-

ecological challenges requires adopting radical 

transformations in the future. Individual and 

collective responses will necessarily involve a mix of 

both mitigative and adaptive actions. These (future) 

issues represent environmental, cultural and 

political phenomena that are re-shaping the way 

we think not only about ourselves, but also about 

our societies and even humanity’s place on earth. 

Inferred from this, the retreat was about reshaping 

social imaginaries and mindsets about sustainability. 

It concerned reshaping the way we think about and 

respond to the existential threat of climate change 

and the potential collapse of ecological systems. 

The research led to three key insights. First, 

fostering citizens’ knowledge allows people to 

engage with climate change in ways that make 

sense in their everyday lives. This potentially opens 

up new pathways for action. Second, supporting 

experiential learning about climate change through 

resonant experiences enables people to better 

understand the implications of climate change, 

both personally and empathetically. Third, arts- 

and maker-based approaches are an effective 

instrument for engaging situated knowledges and 

supporting experiential learning.

For more information, see:  

https://www.sustainableplaceshaping.net/re-treat-

cornwall-how-to-live-when-sea-levels-rise/ 

Textbox 1
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1.3 Research projects

The 15 fellows investigated a range of cases and 

practices in different European contexts (figure 1 

and table 1). A practice is defined here as a shared 

bundle of activities and ideas. Practices are sets 

of ‘doings and sayings’ that involve both practical 

activity and their representation [10]. Some of the 

fellows focused on one place-shaping initiative 

in particular, while others looked at practices in 

various places or compared places/regions.

As the fellows performed place-based research 

in a foreign country, this raised ethical issues. 

SUSPLACE therefore developed an ethical policy 

and data management plan that was implemented 

as part of the individual research designs, including 

an information sheet and letter of consent for 

participants. Ethical considerations involve the 

inclusion and exclusion of actors, vulnerability 

of actors and (hidden) power relations. Within 

SUSPLACE the assistance of native supervisors and 

non-academic partners was valuable in designing 

and implementing the research in an ethical way. 

Most of the fellows carried out participative 

research or applied elements of action research 

[11]. The fellows often saw themselves as part of 

the networks of relations in the place they were 

studying. They spent time in the researched places 

and built relations with inhabitants. As one of 

the fellows mentioned: “becoming a participant 

in the community’s life allows for a deep relation 

with the key actors, and for gaining trust”. Their 

engagement influenced the relations that shape 

places. This influenced fellows as well: “I allow 

myself to connect to the research and my research 

participants in a personal and emotional way and 

reflect upon the feelings that they evoke in me and 

the ways their stories touch me personally...”

Through this type of engagement with place, 

participants and networks, fellows became 

conscious of their role as a researcher. They took 

on different roles, influenced by their viewpoints 

on sustainability and on their concept of place 

itself, and by their engagement with people. During 

the research some fellows experienced a lack of 

power: “I think my topic and the level I work at 

(city-regional) leaves very little space for me to do 

something meaningful…the discussions, plans and 

strategies for the city-region happen at a highly 

political level to which I don’t have access and 

almost zero capacity to contribute to”. Others were 

however able to spur joint learning (textbox 2). 

A representative of one of the non-academic 

partners, The Global Ecovillage Network in Finland, 

mentioned: “Perhaps the most important lesson 

I learnt from the SUSPLACE project was a new, 

broader view of research. The SUSPLACE project’s 

way of connecting science to social sciences and 

creative projects was a very positive experience. The 

multitude of ways and examples of participatory 

learning made a strong impression on me”. In 

section 4.3 we further reflect on the role of place-

based researchers in sustainable place-shaping.

The fellows creatively engaged participants in places 

in a meaningful way, highlighting that research 

should be driven by the needs of the people in 

places and be attentive to the relation between 

researcher and participants. In their data-collection 

they applied various methods to give voice to 

people, to map their views and experiences, to 

bring people together, and to co-create knowledge 

(table 1).
























































































































































