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Key Figures in Spatial Development
Researchers from all departments of the IRS encounter frequent similarities in their empirical work: their fi ndings show 

that spatial development is often driven by specifi c individuals who contribute to such development, for example, by 

trying out new ideas in their social environment, by straying from the beaten path, or by developing new approaches to 

address socio-spatial problems. For research on society and space, it is therefore necessary to adopt a perspective in 

which the individual function of key fi gures is taken into specifi c consideration and examined in relation to an under-

standing of social and institutional structures, networks, and space.

Building on these experiences, the 
IRS launched the cross-departmen-
tal project “Key Figures as Driving 
Forces in Spatial Development” in 2013. 
Within this project, researchers from 
four research departments conducted 
case studies in their respective fi elds 
in order to explore in depth the infl u-
ence of essential actors on processes 
of spatial development and to develop 
a typological model to identify them. 
Although the project was completed at 
the end of 2015, the line of research 
continues in the context of current lead 
projects within participating research 
departments. Over the course of the 
last years, this research has led to an 
extensive empirical foundation, provid-
ing a basis for an analytical and theo-
retical understanding of the function 
of key fi gures. “Inspired by case stud-
ies and the close examination of con-
cepts and fi ndings from various disci-
plinary contexts, we have identifi ed the 
function of key fi gures, as well as their 
interactions with structures of social 
relations and the structural contexts 
of their actions,” states IRS Director 
Prof. Dr. Heiderose Kilper. Th e results 
of this research project are presented 
starting at page 3.

Th e contribution concerning the crea-
tion of the urban development promo-
tion program “Urban Redevelopment 
in the New Federal States” focuses on 
the function of specifi c individuals 
(page 6). In his study, Dr. Matthias 
Bernt performs a detailed exami-

nation of three key fi gures within 
this process. In a more typological 
approach, Dr. Felix Müller conducts 
his case study on entrepreneurs in the 
bio-tech industry. Departing from the 
reconstruction of a wealth of innova-
tion biographies, he identifi es two fur-
ther essential types of entrepreneur 
who act as key fi gures in addition to 
the ubiquitous founder type (page 9). 
A case study in the lead project of the 
research department “Institutional 
Change and Regional Public Goods” 
emphasizes individual action within 
collective constellations of actors in 
the context of the energy transition 
in the Wendland of Lower Saxony 
(page 12).
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Inspired by case studies and the close examination 
of concepts and fi ndings from various disciplinary 
contexts, we have identifi ed the function of key 
fi gures, as well as their interactions with structures 
of social relations and the structural contexts of 
their actions.
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Key Figures as Driving Forces in 
Spatial Development – Theoretical 
Considerations for an Analytic Model
Metaphors can be helpful guides for researchers as they endeavor to explore a territory they suspect to contain inter-

esting and new forms of knowledge but without knowing the particular form such knowledge might take. For the IRS 

cross-departmental project “Key Figures as Driving Forces in Spatial Development”, the metaphor of “key fi gures” as 

an operative concept involves such an exploratory quality: A key opens and closes doors. It allows access to what has 

been previously closed off , or it can be used to prevent others from gaining such access. When transferred to the con-

text of socio-spatial change, one could say: Key fi gures are exceptional personalities in the sense that the act as door 

openers. As instigators, masterminds, or éminance grises, such fi gures can use their function in a particular manner in 

order to promote or impede socio-spatial processes. Even the term “fi gure” appears to be deliberately open and under-

stood in an overarching sense, says project director Prof. Dr. Heiderose Kilper. The term “fi gure” is favored over that of 

“actor” due to the fact that, within theoretical considerations of the dimensions of key fi gures, the latter has come to 

represent an important sub-concept for describing the dimensions of the actions of such fi gures.

Th e idea to turn the attention to “key 
fi gures” came from a number of reoc-
curring observations made by IRS 
researchers in various fi elds and pro-
jects; in a nutshell, what they noticed 
was this: In processes of spatial devel-
opment it is oft en the actions of indi-
viduals that play a prominent and sig-
nifi cant role and that have a decisive 

degree of impact on the shaping of pro-
cesses and initiatives of socio-spatial 
change. At times, multiple individuals 
contribute to such processes. In each 
particular context of activity, these 
individuals both stand out within the 
entire structural framework and are 
also considered by others to be impor-
tant fi gures of the same processes.

In order to describe the phenome-
non of key fi gures in an analytic and 
theoretical sense, the project team 
engages in an in-depth examination 
of the concepts and fi ndings of vari-
ous disciplinary contexts, particularly 
from the fi elds of politics and organiza-
tion studies, business administration, 
and sociology. Previous attempts have 
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been made in these fi elds to identify 
leading fi gures in politics, organiza-
tion, and business together with their 
(particular) abilities and to put their 
respective functions in the context of 
processes of social change. Th e central 
fi ndings of these investigations are pre-
sented in summarized form by Prof. Dr. 
Oliver Ibert and Dr. Ludger Gailing.
(Gailing, L., bert, O. (2016). Schlüsself-
iguren: Raum als Gegenstand und Res-
source des Wandels. Raumforschung 
und Raumordnung, 74(5), 391-403) 

“Based on these fi ndings, we have iden-
tifi ed that the function of key fi gures 
must always be considered in associa-
tion with frameworks of social relations 
and the structural contexts, which they 
are both active in shaping and in which 
they are simultaneously also embed-
ded,” remarks Kilper. “Our analysis 
of key fi gures thus proceeds between 
three cornerstones as poles of interest: 
that of the key fi gure itself (in multiple 
dimensions), that of the framework of 
social relations, and of the underlying 
structure.” Th e cornerstones are always 
viewed in relation to one another and 
within their particular spatial context.” 
Th is approach has led to the creation 
of an analytic model which research-
ers believe will provide a viable basis 
for further empirical research.

Analytic Dimensions of 
Key Figures

  Th e analysis approach developed 
in the cross-departmental process 
is distinguished by its focus on key 
fi gures themselves together with 
their defi ning characteristics. In 
analytic terms, the model diff eren-
tiates between four dimensions:

  Individual Dimension. Th is refers 
to individual basic skills and per-
sonality traits, such as strong com-
munication competence; authentic-
ity; trustworthiness; and the ability 
to convince and/or motivate others. 

  Subject Dimension. Th is (primar-
ily cognitive) dimension serves to 
shift  the attention to the specifi c 
world views that key fi gures devel-
op and to the way in which they in-
troduce new ideas using the back-

ground of their particular sorts of 
knowledge and interests, create 
new values, and conceptualize new 
problem defi nitions and new solu-
tion options.

  Actor Dimension. Th is dimension 
takes into account the fact that key 

fi gures are distinguished by action 
and a strong sense of drive. Th ey 
have the ability to implement their 
own ideas or those of others, to 
create specifi c procedures, to set 
trends for new practices, and to 
demonstrate tactful use of their so-
cial status within a framework of 
social and institutional relations, 
for instance as mayor or as a mem-
ber of a board of directors.

  Strategy Dimension. Key fi gures 
oft en exhibit a high degree of re-
fl exive action. Th ey prepare the 
implementation of their ideas in 
a highly systematic manner and 
with longer-term perspective. Th ey 
form alliances and both recognize 
and utilize so-called windows of 
opportunity with great precision. 

  In eff ect, key fi gures are comprised 
of all four dimensions: A key fi g-
ure is at once an individual, sub-
ject, actor, and (at least partially) a 
strategy. In reality, the respective 

dimensions can vary considerably 
depending on the various key fi g-
ures of spatial development. Th e 
subject dimension can be predom-
inant among one key fi gure, that 
is, he or she may demonstrate a 
particular ability to conceptualize 
new interpretations to problems 
and solution approaches, while the 
strategy dimension may not be-
long to his or her strengths; this 
means that the systematic and per-
sistent implementation of those 
solution approaches considered to 
be correct may pose a particular 
diffi  culty for him or her. For an-
other key fi gure, the exact opposite 
might be the case. 

Th e individual dimension is based 
within the theoretical consideration of 
the core of the key fi gure. Th is refers 
to very individual and basic personal-
ity traits which can radiate through-
out other dimensions of the individual. 

“Because of the high degree of commu-
nication skills that a key fi gure demon-
strates in the individual dimension, it 
can be the case, for example, that the 
subject dimension, or the distinct abil-
ity to develop new methods of problem 
solving, can be coupled to a large extent 
with the ability to convince and attract 
others of the new solution model in a 
short period of time,” explains Prof. Dr. 
Gabriela Christmann, who also con-
tributed to the cross-departmental pro-
ject. “Th at notwithstanding, we con-
sider the analytic separation of these 
dimensions to be appropriate for the 
identifi cation of the specifi c profi le of 
key fi gures and for an improved under-
standing of their function within the 
process of spatial development.”

Model for the Analysis of 
the Function of Key Figures 
in Processes of Spatial 
Development

In the context of processes of spatial 
development, key fi gures can be sum-
marized in three cornerstones within 
their four dimensions (see model next 
page).
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In this model, “space” is assigned a dou-
ble function. On the one hand it is the 
object of both thought and action for key 
fi gures. Th ey form their subjective spa-
tial interpretations and conceptions for 
a specifi c space, whether it is an urban 
district, a rural region, or a region in 
which sectoral transformations of struc-
ture are taking place. Th ey communi-
cate and share these views with others 
and they create new collective identities 
beyond intersubjective interpretations 
of space. Th ey develop concrete strate-
gies of action for specifi c spaces and sup-
port their implementation eff orts. On 
the other hand, space also constitutes 
a resource for key fi gures, for instance 
when they mobilize network relations 
in terms of space or when they utilize 
the territorial signifi cance of formal or 
informal regulatory systems for their 
objectives, whether it is a public fund-
ing program or a promotional instru-
ment of the joint task “improvement of 
regional economic structure.“

IRS researchers were able to system-
atize these fi ndings for every form of 
action and each function of key fi g-
ures. In this context, Kilper returns to 
the double function of the key: “When 
transferred to our working concept, 
this view is kept open to both sides, 
for innovative, forward-thinking and 
constructive action, and also a sort of 

action that leads to disruptions and 
blockades in processes of spatial devel-
opment, or all the way to the failure of 
collective action.” 

“Key Figures” – 
A Relational Concept

Th e cross-departmental project 
brought to light one aspect with par-
ticular clarity: Key fi gures stand out 
from the entire framework of personal 
relations within their respective nar-
ratives of action; and at the same time, 
they are also considered by others to be 
signifi cant fi gures. Th is means in other 
words: Th e concept of “key fi gures” is 
a relational one. For an understand-
ing of the function of “key fi gures,” it 
is not enough simply to analyze those 
traits and abilities that belong in eff ect 
to personality. It is also necessary to 
analyze those who support them and 
who ascribe them such traits and abili-
ties, including the framework of social 
relations in which they operate. Max 
Weber already indicates this in his 
study on charismatic leader personal-
ities. From the perspective of the fol-
lowers and supporters, he examines the 
individual personalities that are able 
to become leading powers because of 
the power attributed to them by their 
supporters.

Model for the Analysis of the Function of Key Figures in Processes of Spatial Development

Space as 
Resource and 

as Object 
of Transformative Action

Competence of the Figures
 (Abilities, Interpretation, Forms of Knowledge, 

Action Procedures and Strategies)

Frameworks of Social Relations 
of the Figures

(Networks, Governance Arrangements)

Structural Establishment 
of the Figures 
(Social Positions, Institutional Context 

and Area of Activity)
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Pioneers of Demolition
In 2001 the Federal Government of Germany adopted the funding programme “Urban Redevelopment in the New Fed-

eral States.” The turn of the new millennium marked a signifi cant turning point without which East-German cities and 

municipalities can hardly be imagined today: For the fi rst time in German history, strategies for coping with shrinking 

cities became recognized as a new state responsibility and the systematic tearing down of residential buildings with-

out replacement became a legitimate issue in urban development policy. In both politics and the housing sector, this 

sort of demolition was still considered an absolute taboo only a few years prior. How did it come to this radical change 

of course in just a few years? In a study, IRS researcher Dr. Matthias Bernt examines the chronological sequences of 

and actors involved in this political innovation. The conclusion: Despite the considerable sense of urgency for action, it 

is primarily due to the function of key fi gures that “Urban Redevelopment” has now become an unquestionable instru-

ment of German urban development policy.

Th e origins of the programme “Urban 
Redevelopment in the New Federal 
States” can be traced back primarily 
to the crisis of the East-German hous-
ing sector that emerged from the chal-
lenges of the political transformation 
process in the 1990s. It was at this time 
that two opposing developments began 
to converge in East Germany: On the 
one hand, the resulting deindustrial-
ization of eastern Germany following 
reunifi cation had led to a signifi cant 
population decline in all regions. At 
the same time, the supply of housing 

experienced enormous growth due in 
part to strong support from both fed-
eral and state governments. Against 
this backdrop, increasing rates of resi-
dential vacancy began in the mid 1990s 
and would include roughly a sixth of 
existing housing in eastern Germany 
by the turn of the millennium.

Th is situation led to a number of prob-
lems that concerned various actors at 
once and created a sense of pressure to 
act: For urban planning, the mounting 
vacancies also resulted in growing dif-

fi culties with the restoration eff orts of 
older buildings in need of renovation, 
as well as in the increasing challenge 
of dilapidation and problems with the 
profi tability and viability of technical 
infrastructures. For the aff ected hous-
ing companies, the problem of vacancy 
was refl ected in massive losses in rev-
enue. “Th is was particularly problem-
atic because the majority of housing 
companies at this time had incurred 
considerable expenses to cover the 
loans they had taken out for the reno-
vation of their holdings – at a relatively 
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high interest rate compared to those of 
today – and to settle outstanding debts,” 
explains Bernt.

Th is also posed signifi cant risks for 
municipalities in eastern Germany. 
Due to the fact that municipalities 
function as the main shareholders of 
municipal housing associations, they 
are liable in the event that the housing 
company is forced to enter insolvency. 
A wave of insolvencies in the munici-
pal housing sector would therefore have 
led to a dramatic fi nancial burden in 
a number of communities. “Last but 
not least, the massive housing vacan-
cies were also a problem for the com-
mercial banks dealing with mortgages,” 
according to Bernt. In the 1990s, these 
banks had extended massive credit to 
the housing companies now aff ected 
by vacancies. 

“Although the facts of the situation 
became increasingly clear from the 
mid 1990s onward, the problem was 
not yet recognized by the public, 
trade associations, and in politics at 
this time,” says Bernt. Th is changed 
surprisingly quickly considering that 
Bernt observes the issue of housing 
vacancy to be regarded as common 
knowledge among experts as early 
as 1999. It was a mere two more years 
to the enactment of the programme 

“Urban Redevelopment in the New Fed-
eral States” - a short period of time 
considering the extensive paradigm 
shift  of the programme. Bernt identi-
fi es the function of infl uential key fi g-
ures as a part of the explanation for 
this, as well as for questions regarding 
the way in which key features of the 
programme made it into the fi nal ver-
sion as they did: “To reconstruct the 
course of events with respect to the 
role of single individuals is to quickly 
observe that the implementation of 
the programme can be traced back to 
the active involvement of a group of 
roughly 20 or 30 people.” Bernt ana-
lyzes the involvement of three remark-
able individuals: a representative of the 
housing sector, a state politician from 
Saxony, and a political consultant with 
a well established network.

Ms. Reiter was Deputy Managing 
Director of the Gesamtverbandes der 
Wohnungswirtschaft  (GDW, or Fed-
eral Association of German Housing) 
and director of the Berlin offi  ce of the 
GDW, which was particularly respon-
sible for the new federal states. Prior to 
this, she held a similar position before 
German Reunifi cation in a predeces-
sor institute in the GDR. 

Bernt summa-
rizes his research on 
Ms. Reiter: “She knew 
everyone, was on a fi rst-
name basis with relevant 
state ministers and was 
professionally recognized 
in both the housing
sector and politics.” 

Both before and aft er 1990, she was well 
known and well connected in a net-
work of political experts. She was con-
sidered resolute and dedicated, earn-
ing her the nickname “Mother Courage 
of the Eastern German Housing Sec-
tor.” She frequently called attention to 
the vacancy situation in the initiation 
phase of the programme between 1996 
and 1999 in particular. “Insiders name 
her in connection with the appoint-
ment of the commission of experts in 
1999,” says Bernt. How did she achieve 
this? According to Bernt, “one can see 
the interaction between structural fac-
tors, which focus on the essential role 
of the GdW, and the exceptional net-
working of Ms. Reiter and a series of 
her personal attributes.”

As a consultant in the political world 
with connections to parties and minis-
tries as well as with a personal and pro-
fessional interest centred on housing 
policy, Mr. Peter occupies an entirely 
diff erent position as an actor of signif-
icance. In the 1990s he directed a con-
sulting fi rm for economics and social 

sciences which was at the forefront 
of research on the issue of housing 
vacancy. Bernt attributes the fact that 
Mr. Peter was ultimately commissioned 
for the arrangement and supervision 
of the commission of experts mainly 
to his comprehensive contacts within 
the Ministry for Building and Urban 
Development and to two fundamen-
tal studies on vacancy which his con-
sulting fi rm carried out on behalf of 
a number of credit institutes in 1999. 
In this phase he exerted enormous 
infl uence; he selected the greater part 
of commission members practically 
by himself; and he was even granted 
voting rights within the commission. 
Peter also pursued his own interesting 
agenda in doing so: Home ownership 
promotion, which was his crucial intro-
duction to the commission reports. 

Nevertheless, 
he was still con-

sidered independent and 
professionally legitimate; 
he had exceptional con-
tacts and impressive tac-
tical skills; and he could 
quickly convert problem 
analyses into innovative 
solution approaches – 
characteristics to guar-
antee considerable infl u-
ence in the second phase 
of the creation of the 
programme “Urban 
Re -development in the 
New Federal States.”

While vacancy became accepted and 
subsequently communicated within 
the housing sector in 1997, the taboo 
surrounding demolition remained 
pervasive in politics for several years. 
Th e Free State of Saxony was the fi rst 

* The names of individuals in question have been changed due to the at times very personal assessments mentioned in the interviews.
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federal state to attend to this problem 
actively and to take up its own meas-
ures before the appointment of the 
expert commission. 

Th is was the context in which Mr. 
Trautvetter assumed his role as a key 
fi gure. For more than two decades he 
was considered something of the unof-
fi cial “master builder” of Saxony; at the 
same time, he also worked at the cen-
tral hub between the state, municipal-
ity, and federal government.

He was closely 
connected to the housing 
sector and was able to 
grasp the scope of the 
vacancy issue at an early 
stage. 

Th is enabled him to discuss the issue 
within the political arena – at fi rst in 
Saxony and soon thereaft er through-
out Germany as a whole. In the for-
mal sense, Trautvetter was only an 
observer in the expert commission; 
yet, his emphatic participation in the 
talks was as great as that of any offi  -
cial member.

Th e three key fi gures are evidence for 
the extent to which single individuals 
have exerted great infl uence on the cre-
ation of the programme “Urban Rede-
velopment in the New Federal States.” 
Whether as “leader,” “multiple insider,” 
or “intermediary” – they operate with 
a particular set of structural conditions 
in the institutional framework of the 
housing sector and housing policy; 
they pursue specifi c personal priorities; 
and they perform above and beyond 
the previously established principles, 
solution approaches, and boundaries. 

“Th eir position within the power struc-
ture alone does not present a suffi  cient 
explanation for how they became key 
fi gures,” concludes Bernt.“ It has always 
been the superior integration in net-
works, a high degree of professional 
understanding of problems, and not 
least personal-biographical attributes 
such as the assertiveness, closeness to 
the base, or tactical skills that consti-
tute their special status.”
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Matthias Bernt is a research associ-
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lations between urban development 
and urban governance, with a strong 
focus on urban shrinkage and on 
processes of gentrifi cation. Within 
the cross-departmental project on 
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on the creation of the programme 
“Urban Redevelopment in the New 
Federal States”.

  1997 First Analysis Paper of the working group “Housing Vacancy in the New Federal States” 

of the Federal Ministry of Construction and the GdW (Federal Association of German Housing)

  1998 – 2000 Strong Industry Demands Following a Government Programme

  1999 Launch of a State Support Programme for the Promotion of Demolition Measures in Saxony

  1999 Establishment of the “Expert Commission on Changes to the Housing Sector” by the Federal 

Government of Germany

  2000 Five Meetings of the Expert Commission between February and November

  2001 Adoption of the Programme “Urban Redevelopment in the New Federal States” by the Federal Government of Germany

  2001 Award Announcement for the Federal Prize Competition “Integrated Urban Development Concepts” 

  2003 Administrative Agreement between federal and state governments on the promotion programme 

“Urban Redevelopment in the New Federal States”

It is the mission of the urban development promotion programme “Urban Redevelopment in the New Federal States” to strengthen 

inner cities and urban districts in need of preservation through targeted improvement measures, as well as to stabilize cities by 

tearing down vacant and permanently irredeemable housing. In addition to the demolition of residential buildings, the programme 

also includes the redevelopment of technical and social infrastructures as well as the creation of integrated concepts tailored to 

regenerating cities (INSEK) among others. Since 2002 the federal government has invested roughly 1.5 billion Euros in funding for 

urban redevelopment measures in nearly 500 municipalities.

THE CREATION OF THE PROGRAMME “URBAN REDEVELOPMENT IN THE 
NEW FEDERAL STATES” AND ITS KEY FEATURES . 
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Entstehung des „Stadtumbau Ost“ 

Matthias Bernt 
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Erkner, November 2015 
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Of Placemakers, Sherpas, and Enthusiasts
The function of key fi gures as driving forces of spatial development can be as multifaceted as the processes of spatial 

impact in which they are signifi cantly involved. As a result, case studies in various fi elds are benefi cial and informa-

tive for an analytic understanding of the phenomenon of “key fi gures.” Within the cross-departmental project, Dr. Felix 

Müller conducted one such case study in the fi eld of biotechnology. As a research subject this fi eld is remarkable in 

many respects: It is characterized at once by radical, pragmatic innovation in the scientifi c context and by a strong 

degree of formalization and regulation in the economic context. The reconciliation of these sides is a major challenge 

for those operating within the industry.

In both the public context and in the 
biotech sector, innovation processes are 
strongly associated with successful pro-
jects and thus also with founding fi g-
ures. As already evident in the descrip-
tive term, such fi gures are affi  liated 
with innovative undertakings through 
the highly conspicuous act of founding 
a company. Th ey identify themselves 
greatly with the respective core idea 
of the undertaking; they are actively 
engaged in the outward communica-
tion of this idea; and they are consid-
ered accordingly as the architects of 
the particular innovation. “Th e con-
tribution of such enthusiastic found-
ers to the processes of innovation is 
indeed essential in that it defi nes inno-
vation, and both isolates and accentu-

ates its uniqueness, on the one hand, 
while including the fi rst steps of its 
implementation on the other,” says 
Felix Müller, whose dissertation also 
examines innovation in this sector. 

“Enthusiastic founders perform fi rst 
and foremost the creative achieve-
ment of generating alternative courses 
of action for a concrete idea from the 
conditions and practices observed over 
a long period of time.”

Yet, as Müller reports from his research, 
the ideas and enthusiasm of founding 
fi gures are not enough in themselves 
for the success of an innovation process, 
such as the development of a new active 
agent in medical research. He analyzes 
in detail the sequence of events of eight 
successful innovations, reconstructs 
the various phases of the processes, 
and identifi es individuals with signif-
icant infl uence in a total of 38 inter-
views. In addition to the founders, he 
also looks at the “entrepreneurs of spa-
tial creation” – so-called “placemakers” 

– and “entrepreneurs of transformation” 
– or “Sherpas” as generalized models 
of innovation actors. “Biotechnol-
ogy combines fundamental scientifi c 
research, start-up companies, indus-

Biotechnology combines 
fundamental scientifi c 
research, start-up 
companies, industry, 
and the capital market.
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try, and the capital market,” says Müller 
with regard to the abilities needed to suc-
cessfully realize an idea. In addition to 
this, such actors 
can also be char-
acterized as key 
fi gures in terms 
of the concepts of 

“leadership” and 
“intermediaries” 
– the rare cases of 
success in biotech 
innovation can be traced to the actions of 
spatial impact by enthusiasts, placemak-
ers, and Sherpas.

 “A placemaker is a certain type of entre-
preneur whose actions both shape and 
change the spatial and social environ-
ment for other actors,” Müller explains. 
Th ey have a great deal of interest in the 
implementation of new ideas as a practice. 
Yet instead of pushing their own projects, 
they see a promising model of success in 
supporting and promoting others in their 
innovation initiatives. Th ey achieve this, 
for instance, through involvement in men-
toring relationships with young founders 
and in changes to the structure of inno-
vation promotion in a specifi c region. In 
this sense they create spaces of innova-
tion. Placemakers are usually older and 
experienced entrepreneurs who can usu-
ally demonstrate experience in academic 
careers and thus also include the knowl-
edge base of various research areas. 

Th e contribution 
of the “entrepre-
neur of transfor-
mation” demon-
strates an equally 
supportive char-
acter. For Müller, 
the metaphor of 

“Sherpas” has its 
own allure: Sher-
pas, the people of 
a mountain tribe 
in the Himala-
yas, are inter-
nationally known as high-alpine moun-
tain guides without whose help Western 
climbing enthusiasts could hardly man-
age peaks such as those of Mt. Everest,” 
states Müller. “Th e image is conveyed of 

the knowledgeable advisor and guide who 
is well acquainted with the dangers and 
uncertainties of the way, who can set realis-
tic goals for each stage, and who also main-
tains a competent ability to act at great 
(falling) heights and amidst increasingly 
thin air.” Another aspect to expand the 
metaphor is that Sherpa mountain guides 
tend to be in the background in terms of 
public attention despite the fact that they 
perform an indispensible function for an 
ascent of Mt. Everest. In the innovation 
processes of biotechnology, Sherpas per-
form a similar function: Th ey are the expe-
rienced leaders who are called upon in an 
intermediate or advanced phase in inno-

vation processes, 
or in terms of 
the respective 
biotech com-
pany, because 
those previously 
responsible are 
no longer able 
to make pro-
gress in achiev-
ing targeted 
goals. Th ey have 
personal experi-
ence in manage-

ment and oft en the founding of companies 
and projects; they are familiar with the 
logic of product development and strate-
gic marketing; and they know how to con-
nect to the individual passions of enthu-
siastic founders.

According to Müller, it is particularly 
advantageous for the success of innovation 
when key fi gures of every sort participate 
actively in various phases of the process. 
Th e characteristic social resource of enthu-
siastic founders is their ability to recog-
nize certain situations as opportunities for 
new ideas and to spark interest and excite-
ment for these ideas in others. Placemak-
ers are distinguished on the one hand by 
their ability to operate in extremely polit-
icized arenas, to secure infl uence, reputa-
tion, and institutional resources, and on 
the other hand, to confi ne themselves to 
their own areas of responsibility, to give 
up control, and both tolerate and even 
support diff erent ways of thinking and 
alternative approaches. Th e characteris-
tic social capacity of Sherpas is the ability 

A placemaker is a certain type of 
entrepreneur whose actions both 
shape and change the spatial and 

social environment for 
other actors.

The characteristic social resource 
of enthusiastic founders is their 

ability to recognize certain situations 
as opportunities for new ideas 

and to spark interest and excitement 
for these ideas in others.

„Sherpas“ are the experienced 
leaders who are called upon in 
an intermediate or advanced phase 
in innovation processes, or in terms 
of the respective biotech company, 
because those previously responsible 
are no longer able to make progress 
in achieving targeted goals.
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to involve very diff erent actors within 
a coherent process. In doing so, they 
must demonstrate an interest in those 
members of the founding team whose 
mode of thinking is oft en rooted in the 
scientifi c world, as well as in fi nance 
investors, regulators, strategic partners, 
and potential clients.

As Müller also observes, the narrowed 
focus on founders could also be an 
indicator of the political practice of 
innovation. Support measures directed 
at individuals, such as the EXIST Busi-
ness Start-Up Program (Existenzgrün-
derprogramme EXIST) and GoBio of 
the Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research, are directed at enthusiasts 
who would like to start a company 

based on their idea. “Th is is under-
standable considering the degree of 
formal visibility involved; however, it 
is also necessary to consider other ways 
with which both types of key fi gures 
can be addressed in terms of political 
innovation.“ 

Innovative Entrepreneurs as Key Figures of Spatial Impact. 
Findings of the Examination of Innovation Processes in Biotechnology

In a working paper, Dr. Felix Müller summarizes the results of the case studies in the fi eld of bio-

technology. In the publication he takes a diff erentiating look at key fi gures in innovation processes 

within the biotech sector. The agency of various types of key fi gures is understood as both integral 

to the success of innovation on the one hand, and yet also as interdependent and limited in a spe-

cifi c sense on the other. The spatial-temporality and process orientation of the innovation process 

functions in this sense as the content-based frame that binds the two aspects together: the nexus 

of innovation and spatial development on the one hand; and on the other, the specifi c challenges 

within the innovation processes which can only be overcome by actions that go beyond the imple-

mentation of institutional logic.

In such terms the fi eld of biotechnology is extreme. It is unique in its combination of fundamental scientifi c research, start-up 

companies, industry, and the capital market. Operating at the intersection of these institutional environments are individu-

als designated as key fi gures. These fi gures are depicted here in terms of exemplary models. They are identifi ed with recourse to 

the concepts of “leadership” and “the intermediary.” Additionally taken into consideration are their strategic actions of spatial 

impact, their contributions to innovation processes, and also their limitations. The fi gure of the founder is ubiquitous in research 

concerning innovation and entrepreneurship. However, the result is that, within innovation processes, founders represent but one 

type of key fi gure whose effi  cacy depends to a large extent on the actions of other key fi gures.

WORKING PAPER

MÜLLER, Felix: Innovative Unternehmer als raumwirksame Schlüsselfi guren. 
Befunde aus der Beobachtung von Innovationsprozessen in der Biotechnologie. 
Working Paper No 54, Erkner: Leibniz-Institut für Raumbezogene Sozialforschung, 
2015, 51 p.
::: www.irs-net.de/download/wp_Unternehmer-als-Schluesselfi guren.pdf
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and is a postdoctoral researcher in 
the research department “Dynamics 
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tice and economic value in production 
and consumption.
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How Can Key Figures Infl uence Regional 
Energy Transitions? 
The energy transition in Germany is a process of transformation felt at every level in society. It is governed by regula-

tions enacted centrally at federal level and gains much of its momentum from innovative technical and technological 

developments. At fi rst sight, it does not appear to be the kind of process that could be signifi cantly infl uenced by indi-

viduals. But the energy transition has enormously diversifi ed the range of stakeholders involved in the production, dis-

tribution and utilisation of energy at the local and regional levels. Farmers can now become local electricity produc-

ers. Village residents can establish energy cooperatives in which they are both producers and consumers. And district 

administrators can force the pace of infrastructural change. Not everyone involved in processes of this spatial impact 

is necessarily a key fi gure, but some individuals play such a central role that they are enormously signifi cant for the 

new action arenas of the energy transition at regional level. A case study within the wider context of the current lead 

project in the research department “Institutional Change and Regional Public Goods” is providing insights into this dif-

ferentiated process.

Th e Wendland region in the north 
of Germany occupies a prominent 
place in recent German energy pro-
duction history. Regional initiatives 
were founded in the 1970s in the dis-
trict of Lüchow-Dannenberg to cam-
paign against the storage of atomic 
waste in Gorleben. Images of protests 
against Castor transports and of farm-
ers opposed to the intermediate stor-
age site in Gorleben have been seen 
around the world. By the mid-1990s, 
eff orts to develop renewable energy 
had already emerged as off shoots of 
these movements. Farmers embarked 

on experiments with biogas plants, and 
civil society actors began setting up 
community wind turbines. Th ese pio-
neer activities were both economically 
motivated and inspired by the desire to 
develop alternatives to nuclear power, 
and they set the Wendland region on a 
new development path towards becom-
ing an energy region able to meet its 
own energy requirements entirely from 
renewable resources. Th is target set 
by the Lüchow-Dannenberg District 
Assembly in 1997 had already been met 
with regard to electricity production 
by 2011. 

As part of the lead project “New Energy 
Spaces – Dimensions of Sociospatial 
Relations in Regional Energy Transi-
tions”, Andreas Röhring is carrying out a 
case study in the Wendland. “Th e estab-
lishment and stabilisation of new decen-
tral action arenas of the energy transition 
are at the centre of this investigation,” 
Röhring reports. As he delves into the 
factors behind the successful establish-
ment of the new development path, he is 
looking at the key fi gures and collective 
actors involved and at the nature of their 
activities. To say this much is already to 
point towards the local action constella-
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tions that exist in the Wendland, where 
developments have been driven partly by 
towering individuals – like the farmers 
who can be identifi ed as key fi gures in 
the regional energy transition because 
so many other actors ascribe a central 
role to them – and partly by associations, 
companies, political institutions and 
institutions of local government. Some 
of these collective stakeholders are also 
decisively infl uenced by individuals. 

Th e former dairy farmer Manfred Ebe-
ling is, however, an example for the fi rst 
kind of key fi gure. Ebeling has not only 
switched from producing milk to pro-
ducing energy; he has also contributed 
to regional development processes in 
the area of renewable energy as an 
innovative entrepreneur in the Wend-
land. He runs his own biogas plant and 
provides balancing power to the elec-
tricity transmission grid, and he has 
set up a local heating network that has 
increased the acceptability of bioenergy 
at local level by providing a cost-eff ec-
tive heat supply. He is involved in the 
creation of wildfl ower strips to com-
pensate for the negative ecological con-
sequences of maize cultivation. He is a 
committed advocate for bioenergy, but 
also promotes electromobility in the 
context of the cultural festival “Kultur-
elle Landpartie” that takes place year 
on year in the Wendland. He is also 
intensely involved in regional networks. 
Th ese include the “Bäuerliche Notge-
meinschaft  gegen die Lagerung von 
Atommüll”, a group of farmers opposed 
to the storage of nuclear waste, and the 
association “Region Aktiv Wendland/
Elbetal” that initiated the development 
of the Wendland as a bioenergy region 
and in the process made a major contri-
bution to its development as an action 
arena for renewable energy. 

Dr. Ludger Gailing, who is directing 
this lead project in the research depart-
ment, sees the key fi gures analysed by 
Röhring as an apt example of “govern-
ance pioneers” in regional change pro-
cesses and comments that “these spe-
cifi c key fi gures pick up on topics in 
unclear situations and link them with 
majorities that have the clout to get 
things done, or they infl uence complex 

action contexts in such a decisive way 
that the creation of new development 
paths is sparked.” Th ese governance 
pioneers are characterised by their indi-
vidual actions in collective actor con-
stellations. Th ese actions can, as Gail-
ing remarks, take diff erent forms. One 
facet sees governance pioneers acting 
as “change agents” who question tradi-
tional patterns of action in the context 
of change processes, formulate mod-
els for the implementation of change, 
make connections between allies, and 
change the overall conditions for col-
lective action in this fashion. Röhring 
observes that “the case study in the 
Wendland region has revealed how 
important the actions of individual 
farmers and civil society actors were for 
the establishment of the new develop-
ment path. Networking between actors 
and the reshaping of regional govern-
ance in the form facilitated by the crea-
tion of the Wendland bioenergy region 
were necessary prerequisites for the 
constitution of the new action arena.” 
Gailing adds that the ability to create 
new paths is another possible facet of 
the governance pioneers phenomenon 
and remarks that the political science 
concept of “policy entrepreneurs” with 
its emphasis on political networking 
and fi ne-tuned negotiation skills is also 
relevant. In the Wendland, committed 
district administrators form examples 
for this latter type of pioneer.

So do key fi gures abound in the Wend-
land, then? Most certainly not, says 
Ludger Gailing: not every represent-
ative of a collective actor perform-
ing a given role is a key fi gure in the 
regional energy transition. Investi-
gations of individual and collective 
actions have, however, revealed just 
how multifaceted and multidimen-
sional the actions of key fi gures can 
be (see also the contribution on concep-
tual considerations for developing an 
analytical model starting on page 3 of 
this issue). Röhring considers that new 
regional action arenas for the energy 
transition emerge only when key fi g-
ures with visions and persuasive power 
seize the initiative and mobilise other 
actors with their innovative ideas and 
projects.
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Tel +49 3362 793 252
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tional Change and Regional Public 
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sition, new energy spaces as well 
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ing his habilitation project called 
“Reconfi guring Energy Spaces: The 
Role of Spatial Governmentalities 
and Competing Socio-Material Dis-
positives”.
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Tel +49 3362 793 170
andreas.roehring@leibniz-irs.de 

Andreas Röhring is a senior 
researcher in the research depart-
ment „Institutional Change and 
Regional Public Goods“. His research 
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“New Energy Spaces – Dimensions 
of Sociospatial Relations in Regional 
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case study in the Wendland region in 
northern Germany.
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Discoveries in Space and Time
Acclaimed Scholars and Junior 
Researchers at the IRS Spring 

Academy 2017

Between May 2nd and 5th 2017, the 
IRS and Technische Universität Ber-
lin jointly hosted the fi rst “IRS Spring 
Academy: Investigating Space(s): Cur-
rent Th eoretical and Methodological 
Approaches”. Over the course of four 
days, 26 German and international 
junior researchers with backgrounds 
in geography, political science, his-
tory and sociology came together to 
explore novel theoretical concepts and 
methods in spatial research. In par-
ticular, this year’s Spring Academy fo-
cused on the interrelation between 
time and space. Th e junior research-
ers were joined by leading scholars to 
discuss theories and methods of spa-
tial research that refl ect on variegated 
aspects of temporality – whether con-
ceptualised as models of spatial pro-
cesses, or as social constructs of stand-
ardised time. Th e event also provided 
a platform for IRS scholars to present, 
modify and further advance their on-
going research on spatio-temporal dy-
namics.

In the past two decades the interdis-
ciplinary fi eld between spatial and so-
cial sciences has undergone an extraor-
dinarily dynamic development. Many 
social-scientifi c disciplines underwent 
a ‘spatial turn’ and became more inter-
ested in integrating spatial concepts and 
terminology. Disciplines like geography 
and spatial planning gradually moved 
away from regarding space as their ex-
clusive research subject and instead as 
one of interest to many diff erent disci-
plines as well. Th is has extended the on-
tological foundation of spatial research 
to many social-scientifi c disciplines. It 
has allowed for the development of new, 

interdisciplinary concepts of space and 
spatiality. 

Against this background, the IRS 
together with several academic part-
ners launched a series of three succes-
sive Spring Academies entitled “Investi-
gating Space(s): Current Th eoretical and 
Methodological Approaches”. Th e event 
series, which is supported by Volkswa-
genStift ung, provides a forum for jun-
ior researchers and internationally ac-
claimed scholars to discuss theoretical 
and methodological approaches to spa-
tial research, and for junior researchers 
to present their projects to an interna-
tional audience.

On Friday, May 5th 2017, IRS direc-
tor Prof. Dr. Heiderose Kilper gath-
ered all participants of the Academy for 
a late aft ernoon feedback session. Th e 
junior researchers, workshop organis-
ers and other guests were looking back 
on three and a half intense days spent 
listening to three evening lectures, at-
tending paper pitch sessions, co-teach-
ing seminars, doing-research workshops, 
individual consultations, an excursion 
and a ‘Meet the Editors’ session. A busy 
schedule, by all means. Despite, or rather 
because of the busy programme, partici-
pants said they were highly satisfi ed with 
the event. Th ree aspects were highlighted 
in particular:

Firstly, many participants welcomed 
the interdisciplinary nature of the Spring 
Academy which had allowed them to 
broaden their horizons regarding their 
own research. One attendee said that “I 
was not fully aware of the many invalu-
able additional perspectives that schol-
ars from other disciplines can bring to 
my own research”. Secondly, junior re-
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searchers engaged in animated discus-
sions with each other and senior schol-
ars. Th ese were held informally in the 
context of sessions and discussions, as 
well as in pre-arranged one-on-one con-
sultations designed for senior scholars to 
counsel junior researchers on disserta-
tion projects. Many personal meetings 
and lively exchanges over the internet 
also occurred in the wake of the work-
shop. It is important for junior research-
ers who are branching out into new ac-

ademic fi elds to sense that they are not 
alone in these research areas. Looking 
back on the Spring Academy, one par-
ticipant said: “I used to perceive my re-
search as rather specialised and isolated 
but got to meet many like-minded peo-
ple with a similar perspective on spatial 
research.” Th irdly and lastly, junior re-
searchers welcomed the input on theo-
ries and methods provided by experts, 
deeming it highly relevant to their own 
research eff orts. Th e novel ‘doing-re-
search workshop’ format, which illus-
trated methodological know-how by 
drawing on concrete research exam-
ples and methodological considerations 
of fi eld research, rather than ideal-typi-
cal textbook cases, was seen as very in-
structive. 

Evenings lectures by Dr. Tim 
Schwanen (University of 

Oxford), Prof. Dr. Mike 
Crang (Durham Uni-
versity) and Dr. Vanessa 
Ogle (University of Penn-

sylvania) formed the main 
pillar of this year’s instalment. 

In his talk, Schwanen introduced a 
new conceptualisation of “transition ge-

ography” which builds on established ap-
proaches in time geography. Time geog-
raphy combines spatial and processual 
perspectives. Yet Schwanen argues that 
this traditional perspective must become 
more dynamic if it is to adequately cap-
ture large-scale transition processes un-
folding over long periods of time. It is 
essential, he said, to consider the un-
certainty and improbability inherent in 
complex developments alongside plan-
ning processes and interventions when 

studying “transitions”. Th is links the un-
certainty inherent in socio-spatial devel-
opment processes resulting from the in-
fl uence of complex interrelated factors, 
with the objective of reliable planning, 
for instance in urban development pro-
cesses or adjustments to social welfare 
systems. A day aft er his talk, Schwanen 
held a co-teaching seminar together with 
Prof. Dr. Oliver Ibert (IRS) in which 
concepts from traditional time geog-
raphy (space-time prisms, paths, pro-
jects and dioramas) were introduced 
and discussed in terms of their utility. 
Th e two experts then debated with jun-
ior researchers about which kinds of cri-
teria concepts must meet to adequately 
capture and describe gradually devel-
oping processes. Th ese cutting-edge 

insights from spatial 
and temporal re-

search were in-
valuable to all 
participants. 

Prof. Mike 
Crang’s lecture 

on “Transience, 
Endurance and Temporal Ecologies 
of Value” delivered insights from the 
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disciplines of geography and sociol-
ogy. He drew on his research into the 
way economic value is derived from 
used clothing and ships retired from 
service to illustrate how (ascribed) 
values, and concomitant work pro-
cesses, regularly stabilise and desta-
bilise. Crang traced the spatio-tem-
poral processes from the donation of 
clothing, and ship breaking, to the 
recycling of resources, to show that 
the stabilisation and destabilisation 
of values ascribed to these goods di-
rectly impact local economies. From 
this Crang concluded that methods 
used to analyse spatio-temporal pro-
cesses must be able to account for and 
describe temporally and regionally 
specifi c ascriptions of value to ma-
terial objects. Following his lecture, 
Crang held a co-teaching seminar to-
gether with Prof. Dr. Gabriela Christ-
mann (IRS) on the the way in which 
such temporally and regionally spe-
cifi c life cycles may be analysed. Par-
ticipants drew on social theory, social 
and communicative constructivism, 
and ethnography to think about pos-
sible approaches to analysing large 
quantities of complex processes data. 
“Multi-sited ethnography” was iden-
tifi ed as a particularly promising ap-

proach, though one that is also 
demanding in terms of data 

gathering and analysis. 

Dr. Vanessa Ogle’s 
lecture on the “Global 

transformation of time” 
showed that time, which 

we deem objectively measur-
able with the aid of clocks and cal-
endars, is in fact the product of elab-
orate socio-technological constructs 
and protracted power struggles. Ogle 
recalled the great eff orts that were 
made throughout the 19th century 
in many diff erent places to establish 
what we today consider the naturally 
given globally standardised time. It 
was a complicated process involv-
ing many politicians, scientists and 
economists. Time zones – that is, con-
crete manifestation of time and space 
– needed to be agreed. Th is was done 
over a longer period of time in an 
iterative process fraught with power 

asymmetries and confl icting inter-
ests. Ogle added that the introduc-
tion of times zones, compatible calen-
dars and standardised times also had 
signifi cant spatial implications in that 
some cities, regions and states thereby 
gained and others lost infl uence.

A co-teaching seminar 
joint ly held by Prof. Dr. 
Susanne Rau (Univer-
sity of Erfurt) and Prof. 
Dr. Christoph Bernhardt 
(IRS) similarly drew to-
gether historical and socio- 
spatial perspectives. Th ey em-
phasised that combining historical and 
contemporary takes on the co-con-
struction and co-production of space 
and time can yield invaluable insights. 
Against the backdrop of Tim Schwanen’s 
lecture, Rau, Bernhardt and the partic-
ipants refl ected on the signifi cance of 
long cycles in historical developments 
and more recent political and social pro-
cesses. Th e lively discussions dealt with 
methodological and conceptual aspects 
but also put the notion of linear tempo-
rality under scrutiny. Yet again it became 
clear that interdisciplinary viewpoints 
can produce entirely new perspectives 
on these issues and, by extension, carry 
altogether diff erent implications. By re-
fl ecting on the limits to constructivist 
conceptions of time, and on the irrevers-
ibility of human action, seminar partic-
ipants became attuned to the state of the 
art and to research lacuna in this area.

Th is fi rst instalment of the IRS Spring 
Academy was entitled “Current Th eo-
retical and Methodological Approaches: 
Temporality and Procedurality”. In addi-
tion to lectures and seminars, methodo-
logical workshops by Dr. Johanna Hau-
tala (University of Turku), Prof. Dr. Nina 
Baur (Technische Universität Berlin) and 
Prof. Dr. Susanne Rau further deepened 
theoretical and methodological think-
ing by examining the intricacies of vari-
ous methods and procedures of empiri-
cal research. Th e junior researchers were 
given an opportunity to detail challenges 
encountered in their own work and to 
receive feedback from fellow seminar 
participants as well as acclaimed sen-
ior researchers. Participants agreed that 
interdisciplinary approaches can enrich 
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research projects, while simultaneously 
broadening the scope of available re-
search methods.

Empirical research projects were not 
only the subject in various seminars and 
talks. From the outset, the “IRS Spring 
Academy” event series was designed to 
facilitate theoretical and methodological 
input to help junior researchers working 
on their own projects (most of them dis-
sertations). Th is is why the paper pitch 
sessions formed an essential part of the 
event. Participants were able to show-
case their research projects at one of 
three paper pitch sessions. Th e broad 
range of presented projects illustrated 
the wide thematic scope of the Spring 
Academy. Projects showcased included 
research into long-term scenarios for 
politics and planning in the context of 
climate change and aquatic biodiversity, 
work on the role of venture capital in 
innovation processes, studies on urban 
development on remote islands, the ex-
port of GDR planning and architectural 
practices, and urban energy transitions. 
Th e projects investigate processes all over 
the globe, thereby highlighting the rel-
evance of spatio-temporal approaches 
within many diff erent research contexts.

At the concluding feedback 
session, Prof. Dr. Heide-
rose Kilper asked work-
shop participants to name 
the events they found most 

useful. Aside from lectures, 
seminars and workshops, at-

tendees identifi ed the smaller one-
on-one consultations and “Meet the Ed-
itors” session as especially helpful. Th e 
hour-long consultations allowed junior 
researchers to discuss their research pro-
jects with and received in-depth feed-

back from renowned IRS scholars and 
guests. Workshop attendees also valued 
Prof. Crang’s, Prof. Dr. Baur’s and Dr. 
Matthias Bernt’s (IRS) “Meet the Edi-
tors” session for candidly discussing how 
publishing processes diff er depending on 
national and disciplinary context, and 
for detailing how journals operate. Ses-
sion participants were able to take away 
useful hints that may help getting pub-
lished in reputable journals.

Spatio-temporal dynamics, which 
were discussed from many diff erent 
conceptual and methodological an-
gles at this fi rst instalment of the “IRS 
Spring Academy”, play a signifi cant 
role in the IRS’ research on society and 
space. Th is is evident from the institute’s 
conception of space, which is continu-
ally re-evaluated and enhanced by IRS 
scholars. It is also clear from the insti-
tute’s manifold research projects which 
for instance investigate the spatial di-
mension of innovations, or processes of 
place-making in the context of Germa-
ny’s “Energiewende”. Th e “IRS Spring 
Academy” therefore not only serves as a 
forum for supporting junior spatial re-
searchers, but also as a means of advanc-
ing the institute’s social science-based 
spatial research. Insights gained from 
animated discussions with international 
experts, for example, will have an in-
fl uence on the institute’s new Research 
Programme which is currently under 
development and will come into eff ect 
in 2019. All future IRS-fi nanced depart-
mental lead projects will build on spa-
tio-temporal concepts. In this way, the 
worlds of theory and of empiricism, of 
supporting junior researchers and con-
ducting basic research, and of academia 
and practice interlink and benefi t one 
another.

Contact:
Prof. Dr. Heiderose Kilper

Tel +49 3362 793 115
heiderose.kilper@leibniz-irs.de
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Tel +49 3362 793 150

oliver.ibert@leibniz-irs.de 
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IRS a Part of Newly Launched 
Scientifi c Network 

“Temporary Organizing”

Prof. Dr. Suntje Schmidt is a mem-
ber of the newly formed DFG network 

“Temporary Organizing under Ten-
sion: Between Stability and Change”. 
Th e scientifi c network was initiated by 
Prof. Dr. Timo Braun, Junior Professor 
for Project Management at Freie Uni-
versität Berlin. It is formed by twelve 
German early career researchers and 
is also supported by internationally re-
nowned senior researchers. 
Th e network was inaugurated with the 
fi rst of a series of four intensive work-
shops from July 10 to 12 in Berlin. Up-
coming workshops will be held in Co-
logne, Tilburg and Berlin. Th e aim of 
these meetings is to initiate joint inter-
disciplinary projects on the topic (e.g. 
publishing of an anthology, prepara-
tion for collective sessions).

Th e network is funded by the Ger-
man Research Foundation (“Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft ” DFG) and 
working on the topic “Temporary Or-
ganizing under Tension: Between Stabil-
ity and Change”. Temporary organizing 
in the form of projects, events or tem-
porary work is a widespread empirical 
phenomenon which is still gaining rele-
vance in research and practice. It refl ects 
both the uncertainty as a result of inten-
sifi ed competition in globalized markets 
as well as the social mindset in times of 
acceleration and time limitation. Tem-
porary organizing off ers high potential 
to organizations striving for fl exibility 

and is, not only because of that, the pre-
dominant organizational form for im-
plementing innovative and transform-
ative activities.

Th e research on temporary organiza-
tion is analyzed from the perspective of 
diff erent disciplines (e.g. management 
research, organizational sociology, in-
novation research, economic geography), 
which makes the research rather frag-
mented due to the lack of an integrated 
view and the combination of sometimes 
even contradictory fi ndings. Th us, the 
aim of the network is to illuminate tem-
porary organization from the perspec-
tive of diff erent disciplines and therefore 
to promote transdisciplinary theory de-
velopment.

Contact:
Prof. Dr. Suntje Schmidt

Tel +49 3362 793 172
suntje.schmidt@leibniz-irs.de
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How Small and Medium-Sized 
Social Enterprises Can Benefi t 

from EU Funding

Th e European Union has launched nu-
merous funding programmes to sup-
port small and medium-sized busi-
nesses including social enterprises. 
Th ere are, however, big challenges 
for the entrepreneurs to benefi t from 

these funding opportunities due to 
obligations to pre-fi nance parts of the 
expenses, due to a lack of compatibil-
ity of funding structures and entre-
preneurial goals and procedures and 
due to knowledge defi cits on fund-
ing opportunities. On November 30, 
2017, a workshop jointly organized 
by the IRS-led EU project „RurInno“, 

„Brandenburg Invest“ (the business de-
velopment agency of the Federal State 
of Brandenburg) and Enterprise Eu-
rope Network Berlin Brandenburg ad-
dressed these challenges.

Twenty-four Researchers, Social En-
trepreneurs, Representatives of business 
development agencies, and intermediar-
ies from networks and associations par-
ticipated in the workshop. In the fi rst 
section Dr. Ralph Richter, head of the 
research project “RurInno” introduced 
the project and thereby put the work of 
the social entrepreneurs in the context 
of structurally weak rural regions. Social, 
economic and spatial research perspec-
tives on one hand and direct exchange 
between research and practice on the 
other hand build the focus of the project 
work. Richter’s introduction off ered fi rst 
insights into the manifold challenges the 
social enterprises face when they want to 
participate in EU-funded projects. Of-
fering a diff erent perspective, Dajana 
Pefestorff  from “Brandenburg Invest” 
(WFBB) and head of the Enterprise Eu-
rope Network Berlin Brandenburg pre-

sented a comprehensive overview of EU 
funding schemes and programmes and 
their regional implementation in the 
Federal State. Her colleague Dr. Mat-
thias Kirbach (WFBB) showed possibili-
ties that regional actors like the German 

Federal States have in the implementa-
tion of European Programmes: Referring 
to examples in the fi eld of social inno-
vation and labour market integration he 
showed how Brandenburg imposes indi-
vidual priorities in its funding strategies.

Central to the second part of the 
workshop was the exchange on EU 
funding opportunities for SME among 
all participants. Using the “Open Space” 
format that combines the collection of 
topics and issues with focused discus-
sions on the identifi ed topics in small 
groups, a comprehensive collection of 
problems and challenges as well as cop-
ing strategies could be compiled. Among 
the most pressing challenges that the 
participants identifi ed were the prob-
lem of co-fi nancing and pre-fi nancing 
of parts of projects by the enterprise, ex-
periences with stakeholders supporting 
writing a proposal or implementing an 
EU project, and the tension between 
rigid conditions of the funding schemes 
and the desired freedom of the entrepre-
neurs to shape projects along their goals 
and processes. Th e participants refl ected 
their previous experiences and institu-
tional practices in connection with these 
challenges, exchanged possible solutions 
and formulated ideas for improvement. 
Th e results of the Open Space exchange 
will be brought together by WFBB and 
disseminated among the participants, in 
the RurInno consortium and in the En-
terprise Europe Network.

Contact: 
Dr. Ralph Richter

Tel +49 3362 793 215
ralph.richter@leibniz-irs.de
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Perspectives on Social 
Enterprises on Rural Europe: 

Academia and Practice at the 
RurInno Symposium

Th e out-migration of young and well- 
qualifi ed people and the assumed lack 
of innovation are only two of the mul-
tiple challenges that many rural re-
gions in Europe face. Persistent struc-
tural weaknesses disconnect them 

more and more from economic pro-
cesses. Social Entrepreneurs have the 
capacity to reconnect the regions with 
economically dynamic centres and 
key fi gures. Rooted within rural com-
munities and targeting local and re-
gional problems they have vital net-
works with actors on all spatial scales 
and foster the exchange of ideas and 
concepts, researches in the EU-funded 
project “RurInno” found out. Th e pro-
ject team discussed its results with ex-
perts from academia and practice on 
the project’s fi nal symposium on De-
cember 7 and 8, 2017, in Poznań. 

Compared with urban and sub-urban 
areas many rural regions lack important 
resources for economic success. Th ey 

provide only few possibilities for higher 
education research, and can only supply 
basic public and private infrastructure 
like public transport, business networks 
and medical supply. Together with severe 
fi nancial problems of rural municipali-
ties and weak bonds of young people to 
their communities downward spirals of 

out-migration and further disconnection 
from key economic processes are work-
ing against the prospects of rural com-
munities. In this situation established 
governance approaches carried out by 
actors like local administration and tra-
ditional businesses are oft en not able to 
stop the interdependent processes of de-
cline and new ideas are much needed. 

RurInno acknowledges social enter-
prises as promising but oft en neglected 
drivers of social innovations in struc-
turally weak rural regions. Social enter-
prises strive to tackle social problems 
and to stabilise and improve the living 
conditions in these regions. However, re-
ports show that social entrepreneurs still 
lack specialised trainings and education, 
a supporting infrastructure and recogni-
tion. Against this background, RurInno 
aims at strengthening the skills and the 
innovative capacity of social entrepre-
neurs operating in rural regions, improv-
ing the knowledge of how social innova-
tions are implemented in rural regions 
and raising awareness of social entre-
preneurship in rural regions in order to 
foster enabling environments for their 
activities. Th e project is funded in the 
MSCA-RISE scheme and combines re-
search with training elements and com-
munication measures that include the 
whole consortium of two research or-
ganisations and four social enterprises.

Preliminary research results sug-
gest that social enterprises eff ectively 

address social challenges with their en-
trepreneurial approach to social aims. 
Th ey proved to be able to interconnect 
remote regions with networks and in-
stitutions at other places and other spa-
tial scales. In doing so they provide new 
ideas, extended resources and support to 
rural communities that would otherwise 
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be hardly available. One project partner 
for example, the social enterprise Otelo 
in Upper Austria, established open tech-
nology labs in villages and small towns. 
Th ese labs provide open spaces and tech-
nical equipment for experimenting, skill 
training and inspiring people. Th is idea 
originated in bigger cities and was ad-
justed for rural communities by Otelo. 
Th is example shows that innovation in 
rural regions is oft en based on re-con-
textualisation and adaptation and uses 
the social entrepreneurs’ networks as a 
resource. For this reason the RurInno 
researchers conducted egocentric so-
cial network analyses. Th ese investiga-
tions revealed that the social entrepre-
neurs have specifi c assets that are scarce 
with other local actors. For example they 
have close relations to both economic 
and political actors at all scales which 
enable them to bypass certain actors or 
directly transfer ideas into their local 
ecosystem. Another observation is that 
they oft en network actors that have not 
been connected before. Th is means the 
social entrepreneur is not only integrat-
ing in existing networks but extending 
it signifi cantly by establishing all-new 
connections. Th ey serve as embedded 
intermediaries by bringing together lo-
cal and supra-regional actors.

Th e symposium “Intermediaries in 
the Countryside: Social Enterprises as 
Drivers of Social Innovation in Rural 
Europe” was held on 7th and 8th De-

cember 2017 at the Adam Mickiewicz 
University Poznan in Poland. Th e attend-
ees from across Europe experienced an 
event that brought together perspectives 
from research and practice. While the 
fi rst day of the symposium was dedi-
cated to social enterprise practitioners 
and their perspectives on rural develop-

ment and the trainings provided in the 
corresponding RurInno project, the sec-
ond day focused on the state of research 
regarding social enterprises and inno-
vation in rural Europe. Th e symposium 
was led by the overall question of how 
rural social enterprises foster social in-
novation and contribute to rural change. 
Starting point of the discussion were the 
outcomes and fi ndings of the EU funded 
research and training project RurInno.

First day’s core were the social entre-
preneurs’ refl ections on the benefi ts they 
received through their involvement in 
the RurInno project. Martin Hollinetz 
from OTELO (Austria) stated that the 
RurInno trainings provided time and op-
portunity to refl ect on one’s own work 
and on sometimes diverging approaches 
presented by the other involved social 
enterprises. To him, this was very valu-
able as possibilities for refl ection are rare 
in the day-to-day business. Th e interac-
tive format of a “story-telling café” ena-
bled the participants to share their per-
sonal experiences and meanings of rural 
regions and social enterprises that paved 
the way for subsequent discussions.

Th e second day of the event was dom-
inated by the exchange of scientifi c out-
comes generated in a number of research 
projects and studies around social enter-
prises and innovation in rural regions. 
Th e contributors were Robert Lukesch 
(SIMRA project, ÖAR Regionalberatung 
Austria), Bettina Bock (studies on social 

innovation in rural regions, Wagenin-
gen University, Netherlands), Jennifer 
Eschweiler (Solidus project, Roskilde 
University Denmark), Richard Pfeilstet-
ter (FAB-move project, University of Se-
villa, Spain) as well as Gabriela Christ-
mann (IRS, Germany), Matthias Fink 
(Johannes-Kepler University Linz, Aus-



22 AKTUELL No 14 | January 2018 

IMPRINT

IRS AKTUELL No 14, January 2018

ISSN 0944 7377

Publisher:

Leibniz Institute for Research 
on Society and Space
Flakenstraße 29-31

15537 Erkner

Germany

T  +49 3362 793 0

F  +49 3362 793 111

E  jan.zwilling@leibniz-irs.de

::: www.leibniz-irs.de

The IRS is member of the Leibniz Association.

Director: Prof. Dr. Heiderose Kilper

Staff : Jan Zwilling (v.i.S.d.P.), Albrecht Blümel, 

Petra Koch

Layout: Henrika Prochnow

The contributions in this newsletter are a

co-product of Jan Zwilling and the reseachers

of the IRS.

Pictures: 
Title: ©Stephanie-Hofschlaeger_pixelio.de

p. 3: ©Incomible/shutterstock.com; 

p. 4: © ristaumedia.de/fotolia.de

p. 6: ©Matthias Döll/wikipedia.de;

p. 7, p. 8: ©hobbit/shutterstock.com;

p. 9: Featurefoto Biotechnologie: ©Rinderspacher/fl ickr.com;

p. 10: ©www.freepik.com;

p. 14: ©ESB Professional/shutterstock.com

p. 18: ©Bidnar Taras/shutterstock.com;

Portraits: ©Frank Bentert: p. 5 (Christmann); 

©Thomas Ecke: p.8; p. 13 (Röhring); ©Markus Mey: p. 2, p. 5; 

more pictures: IRS and privat

tria) and Ralph Richter (IRS, Germany) – 
all members of the RurInno project. Th e 
talks and discussions revealed similari-
ties of positions and perspectives but also 
an understanding about topics that call 
for further discussions. 
Gabriela Christmann, coordinator of 
the RurInno project, summarised three 
common insights. First, the sympo-
sium showed that there is not a single 
type of social enterprise but a variety 
of organisational forms which are sub-
sumed under the term social enterprise. 
Social enterprises can be described by 
means of three criteria which are – ac-
cording to the EMES network – entre-
preneurial thinking, social mission and 
participatory governance. Second, ru-

ral social enterprises can be described 
as intermediaries, which interconnect 
rural communities with supra-regional 
networks and support structures. Th e 
connectedness of social enterprises en-
ables them to identify and re-contex-
tualise new ideas and to mobilise re-
sources, which is crucial for fostering 
social innovation. Th ird, according to 
Bettina Bock, social innovation can 
be regarded as a term that comprises 
three aspects: the social action of the 
innovation, the social responsibility of 
the innovation and the innovation of 
the society. Referring to this, Gabri-
ela Christmann called for an analytical 
rather than a normative understanding 
of “social innovation”.
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